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Abstract 
 
Sampson Perry (1747-1823) surgeon, author, journalist, vigorous civil and religious 
reformer and newspaper proprietor of The Argus endured a “barrage of libels” initiated by 
the Pitt government from 1790-1792.  To warrant such a sustained and vindictive attack 
from Pitt’s government, Perry had to be perceived as a significant threat that needed to be 
neutralised.  Inexplicably, he, The Argus and his reforming activities have eluded the 
attention of historians unlike his friend and associate Thomas Paine. 
 
The dissertation scrutinizes one of the last, but most significant, in this barrage of libel 
cases, his House of Commons libel.  Be revisiting and revising his biographical details, a 
more accurate portrait of Perry and his position within Georgian society has emerged.  Not 
the “grub street pamphleteer” as recently alleged, but rather a wealthy, entrepreneurial 
man agitating, not only for parliamentary reform, but also for civil and religious liberty and 
liberty of the press. 
 
The House of Commons libel case (1792) demonstrates vividly the methods utilised by 
Pitt’s government against a fearless advocate for reform.  The government could not prove 
its case but that was no obstacle to Lord Chief Justice Kenyon who presided over this 
judicial charade.  To neutralise Perry, his finances had to be destroyed so his newspaper, 
its associated property and his Argyll Street home were confiscated.  Evidence is 
emerging that one of the new proprietors was none other than the Lord Chief Justice. 
 
The personal effect of this trial on Perry was horrific.  Advised to flee, he sought the solace 
of his ideological friends in Paris on the eve of the Reign of Terror where he appears to 
have established a French version of The Argus.  The Court of the King’s Bench declared 
him an outlaw in 1793; an additional punishment, the severity of which outstripped his 
supposed crime.  Returning to England in 1795 following imprisonment in Luxembourg, he 
was incarcerated on the felon’s side of Newgate in perpetuity.  From there, he continued to 
harangue the Pitt government through his many publications.  No doubt, the Pitt 
government hoped Perry would never emerge but he did in 1801 with a royal pardon.  He 
continued to agitate for reform and liberty of the press until his death in poverty in 1823. 
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1 Introduction and Background 
 
“During the best years of a long and arduous life, Mr Perry was one of the most able and efficient 
advocates in the cause of civil and religious liberty ... and his many anonymous productions 
inserted in the periodical publications of the last forty years (could they be identified) would form an 
interesting memorial of the sprightliness, wit and humour with which he enlivened the social circle.”   
Obituary, The Morning Post, 25 July, 1823. 
 
“Captain Perry was a man of no small estimation for his literary accomplishments…he had one 
merit which though rarely beneficial to the living possessor seldom fails to ensure respect … a 
persevering, consistency through a long public life which marked the integrity by which it was 
dictated ... this zealous friend of reform.”  Obituary, The Examiner, 9 May, 1824. 
 
 
Late eighteenth-century London, that free-wheeling city bursting with an energy ignited by 
the boundless opportunities offered by a growing economy and empire, took its pleasures 
in many forms. One was from the vigorous, unsentimental world of politics and politicians 
whose performances in and out of parliament were critiqued by newspapers, much to the 
chagrin of the ruling elite.  One newspaper proprietor with a reformist political agenda and 
philosophical beliefs grounded in the Enlightenment – all of which ran contrary to the then 
current political orthodoxy – was Sampson Perry.  A pertinacious and largely unsung 
radical who came up against the immovable object of the conservative Pitt government, 
Perry waged an unremitting crusade advocating for parliamentary reform, freedom of 
speech, of the press and of the person.  His intractable attitudes fated him to the full wrath 
of the Pitt government’s censure in the form of heavy-handed, multiple criminal libel suits 
initiated by the government as part of their campaign against advocates of reform.  
 
His penultimate criminal libel, the House of Commons libel, forced Perry to flee England in 
November 1792. His flight, at the urging of Treasury officials, allowed the government to 
outlaw him with the result that, should he return to England, which he did eventually, he 
could be gaoled in Newgate indefinitely.  Pitt’s resignation from office in 1801, however, 
triggered Perry’s release from Newgate through means of a pardon.  Despite these 
traumatic events, Perry continued his political and social advocacy which has been largely 
overlooked by scholars.  Current research has revealed that this compelling, complex 
figure played a much more prominent political role in the late eighteenth century reform 
movement than has hitherto been recognised.  Sampson Perry deserves to be drawn from 
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the shadows of anonymity to take his rightful place in the pantheon of late eighteenth 
century radical reformers.  
  
This dissertation will discuss the hitherto unidentified aspects of Perry’s personal life and 
his political activities that culminated in the government-initiated House of Commons libel 
case. It will analyse the conduct of that libel case under the auspices of Lord Chief Justice 
Kenyon and discusses the consequences for Perry of his flight to Paris, his outlawry and 
his eventual return that resulted in imprisonment in Newgate.  Perry, who has remained a 
relatively underexplored figure of the reform movement, was, as this dissertation will 
argue, a major player by virtue of his sole proprietorship of The Argus1, a politically and 
socially radical newspaper which promoted the objectives and activities of the two key 
reforming organizations, the Society for Constitutional Information (SCI) and the London 
Corresponding Society (LCS).  The former were “the self-appointed guardians of the 
temple of reform and they advocated a program of political and civil liberties far in advance 
of their times”2 making their activities a matter of concern to Pitt’s government.  Its 
members “were involved in the efforts of Protestant dissenters to secure relief from the 
provisions of the Test and Corporation Acts statutes, which ostensibly barred 
nonconformists from participation in local government”.3  Another of its goals was “to make 
The People more than an abstract and metaphysical idea”,4 a revolutionary political 
concept for the time with profound possibilities that could reshape the existing political 
landscape.  The latter’s constituents, drawn from the less affluent class of artisans and 
working people but equally committed to reform, were viewed as potentially a seditious 
organization.  Its members “recognized Thomas Paine as their patron saint”,5 and Paine, 
the intellectual colossus of the reform movement had, along with other “literary guerillas”,6 
unfettered access to The Argus.   
 
                                       
1  Perry changed the title of The Argus to The Argus of the Constitution and finally to The Argus of the People.  The exact dates for 
these changes are uncertain but they may have been in response to the government initiated libel cases or, in the case of The 
Argus of the People, in honor of Thomas Paine (see p 45 paragraph 1). 
2  Eugene Black, The Association: British Extraparliamentary Political Organization (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1963), 
175.   
3  Black, The Association, 175. 
4  Philip Anthony Brown, The French Revolution in English History (London: Frank Cass and Co. Ltd., 1965), 16. 
5  Lucyle Werkmeister, The London Daily Press 1772-1792 (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 1963), 355. 
6  Alexander Stephens, “Captain Perry and The Argus” in “Stephensiana - No. XIV,” The Monthly Magazine and British Register, Iss. 
375, (December 1822), 54: 426-427.  Stephens, a friend of Horne Tooke, was “a collector of anecdotes of his contemporaries … 
editor of the Annual Obituary and many other biographical works … as cabinet pictures of men and manners ....” This “cabinet 
picture” of Perry was obviously written after Perry had fled to France and possibly in the early nineteenth century. 
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The opinion of the Pitt government regarding the dissemination of these controversial 
doctrines was that it constituted “a veil to cover the most dangerous conspiracy [and] 
would serve equally to blazon the standard of rebellion”.7  Democracy was a pejorative 
word associated with mob rule and inevitable disorder.  Perry was able to facilitate this 
dissemination by virtue of The Argus following the same distribution network as his 
medicinal discovery, Adams solvent, and his medical disquisitions that were sold primarily 
at booksellers throughout England, Scotland, Ireland and possibly France.  The 
dissemination of The Argus has neither been recognized nor explored in any historical 
research to date, although it made Perry a most formidable adversary in the government’s 
eyes.     
 
This dissertation argues that, in order to halt Perry’s support and promotion of such a 
controversial political agenda, the government had to bankrupt him – not only financially 
but politically, morally and socially – by initiating ex-officio libel actions against him, 
culminating in the House of Commons libel case.  Eighteenth century libel cannot be taken 
at face value as it has a complex subtext not dissimilar to any labyrinthine detective story.  
In the case of Perry’s House of Commons libel, it symbolised a tension between 
Parliament and the people grounded in skewed parliamentary representation that had 
been acknowledged by Pitt himself in the mid-1780’s, but then unequivocally dismissed. 
Having scrutinised the subtext of Perry’s numerous libel cases, his House of Commons 
libel follows the same pattern revealing a political power struggle conducted in highly 
personal terms; characteristics explored by Robert Darnton in his insightful analysis of 
French libels.8  
 
The government controlled every step in the legal process of a libel case, as this analysis 
will demonstrate, leaving the defendant in an untenable position.  If the House of 
Commons case against Perry failed to reach a satisfactory conclusion despite the 
selection of a special jury, the government had additional libel cases prepared against him.  
These post House of Commons libel cases have never been acknowledged in biographical 
references of Perry.   The government, Perry alleged, encouraged him to flee, which then 
allowed the court of the King’s Bench to pursue him on the charge of outlawry; an action 
reserved for the most serious troublemakers by the Pitt government.  Outlawry had 
                                       
7  The Anti-Jacobin Review and Magazine. July-December 1798, (London: J. Whittle & C. Chapple), 139. 
8  Robert Darnton, The Devil in the Holy Water or the Art of Slander from Louis XIV to Napoleon (Philadelphia: University of 
Pennsylvania Press, 2010), 440. 
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profound consequences by placing Perry “outside the law,” and was exceptionally difficult 
and expensive to overturn. For the government, via the courts, it permitted perpetual 
incarceration of the offender should he return to England.   Imprisonment meant the 
inability to earn money, hence neutralizing the enemy.  Such men were, in effect, political 
prisoners.      
 
Historical evaluation of the role of Perry’s newspaper The Argus in the reform movement 
has not been undertaken.  Indeed, the paper attracted the reputation as “scurrilous” from 
its inception or, according to Werkmeister, as a “blackmailing sheet.”9  While these 
assertions may contain elements of truth, The Argus warrants a more considered analysis 
of its unorthodox, radical content that disseminated political discourses and confronted 
contentious social issues.  Without doubt, the government-initiated libel cases against 
Perry had their origin in such articles printed by The Argus.  For example, Perry’s Nootka 
Sound libel case arose from his perception of the necessity for accurate and immediate 
government sourced information to be issued to the stock market.10  The case was not 
solely, as portrayed in the press, a defence by government ministers of their honour.  For 
his part, Perry understood that the press needed liberty from government to expose the 
corruption and shortcomings of the government without the fear of government-initiated 
punitive action in the form of libel charges.  Darnton, citing the activities of the French 
libellists who operated from London against the French monarchical system prior to the 
French Revolution, argues that, not only were political shortcomings of the French 
government made personal (as they were in Perry’s case) in libels, there was a far more 
subtle but politically dangerous aspect to libel which Pitt may have realised.  Political libels, 
Darnton suggests, “played a central role in a process of desacralising the French 
monarchy by stripping its person and key institutions of respect and sacred aura which 
conferred their legitimacy hence their survival”.11  Pitt’s constant reference to the “sacred 
fabric” of the constitution in any discussion on the reform of parliament is reflective of 
Darnton’s idea of stripping away the respect which such legal conventions hold within a 
society.     
                                       
9  Lucyle Werkmeister, The London Daily Press 1772-1792, 318.  Werkmeister identifies The Argus of 11 April 1789 as an example.  
Careful scrutiny of this edition has not revealed a blackmailing article so it appears Werkmeister adopted the conventional view of 
Perry as a blackmailer.    
10  Lloyd’s Evening Post 23/2/1791 reported the libel as “Messenger from Madrid arrived at Secretary of State’s office with information 
of the signing of the convention two days before the information was communicated to the public through the Gazette – which 
delay was for the purpose of enabling the agents of the Ministry to plunder the public in ‘Change Alley.” 
11  Darnton, The Devil in the Holy Water, 9. 
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Perry’s obscurity from the radical historical narrative appears to have had its genesis in his 
House of Commons libel trial and his subsequent outlawry.12  His position within society 
was eroded, his acceptability to the literary world, where he was a well known figure who 
received remuneration for his literary pieces, no doubt diminished, which in turn pressed 
hard upon his financial security.  Life became increasingly precarious when compounded 
with age and a physical frailty brought on by years of harsh imprisonment – all 
compounded his situation.  The Argus, his beloved newspaper, was labelled as being 
“remarkable for its intemperate politics” and subsequent writers continued to voice similar 
opinions.13  Andrews, in his The History of British Journalism in 1859, published thirty-six 
years after Perry’s death, furnishes another clue as to why his contribution has been 
ignored.   Discussing James Perry of The Morning Chronicle, Andrews commented:  “Of 
the same name but not possessing one single attribute in common was a contemporary 
newspaper celebrity or perhaps we should rather say notoriety – Sampson Perry”.14   
Biographers and historians confuse both men.15  Regurgitating the received wisdom 
surrounding Perry, The Argus and the government-initiated libels, Andrews fails to analyse 
critically a period when, in Perry’s opinion, “ministers wanted to wholly control the press”.16  
The intensity of the government’s pursuit of Perry, who believed that his “paper, and 
myself were marked out as the first objects against which the newly accumulated and still 
accumulating vengeance should discharge its first fire”,17 eluded Andrews.  “The first 
objects”, it seems, were Paine, Perry and The Argus and will be discussed below in 
relation to the House of Commons libel.   Andrews concluded that Perry’s modus operandi 
was one of “deliberately throwing obloquy on the character of those whom he could not 
fairly and honourably overcome by argument”18 implying that Perry was a notorious 
blackmailer – a reasonable conclusion based on newspaper reports of his libel cases.    As 
                                       
12  Current literature on the eighteenth century radical movement has not made a substantive contribution in the search for Perry and 
his entrepreneurial ethos.  Older sources such as Werkmeister, E.P. Thompson, Plumb et al have proved more valuable.    
13  The Critical Review; or, Annals of Literature; Extended and Improved, (London: A. Hamilton, 1797), 19: 179-184. 
14  Alexander Andrews, The History of British Journalism: From the Foundation of the Newspaper, Reprint of 1859 Edition, (London: 
Routledge/Thoemnus Press, 1998), 2: 233. 
15  David Ginter, “The Financing of the Whig Party Organisation 1783-1793,” The American Historical Review, No. 2 (January, 1966), 
71: 421-440 cites a letter dated 23 November 1791 from Fitzwilliam to Adam [the Whig organizer] stating “I trust our connection 
with Perry is declar’d off: in truth it would be a mockery to pretend to have any tie over him, who advertises himself in French 
papers as the protégé of the National Assembly and I suppose really is in their pay.”  Ginter attributes this comment as referring to 
James Perry but there is a note of venom which could well refer to Sampson Perry.  James Perry attracted a sympathetic press 
and political patronage.  
16  Sampson Perry, An Historical Sketch of the French Revolution Commencing with its Predisposing Causes and Carried on to the 
Acceptation of the Constitution in 1795, The Particulars of S. Perry’s Case – of the occasion of his leaving England – and of some 
of those occurrences in France which particularly interested him: the whole serving as an introduction to his Sketch of the French 
Revolution, (London: H.D. Symonds, 1796), 1: 4. 
17  Perry, The Particulars of S. Perry’s Case, 1: 4. 
18  Andrews, The History of British Journalism, 2: 233.  
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the present dissertation argues, this is not the whole story, for there exists a complex, 
tactical subtext to the House of Commons libel.  
 
Perry was not entirely forgotten to history.  The Manchester Guardian in an article entitled 
“Famous Men of the  ‘47’s” dated January 1, 1947, recalled that Perry “who, for the crime 
of saying that the House of Commons did not represent the country, was outlawed and his 
property confiscated”. The Yale Law Journal of October 1899, discussing “The Newspaper 
before the Law”19 noted “how tremendous a struggle it [civil liberty] involved between 
government and press…it was as late as 1792 that Sampson Perry, editor of The Argus 
was tried and convicted of criminal libel in England for saying that the House of Commons 
are not the real representatives of the people.”   
 
Four years earlier, on 3 December 1895, Sampson Perry was remembered in a 
retrospective exhibition on Thomas Paine20 organised by Moncure Conway, whose works 
on Paine are still considered seminal.  Perry’s inclusion leaves no doubt as to his reformist 
credentials and his association with Paine.  Their political relationship was identified in the 
1795 Telegraph list entitled “Liberty of the Press – Parliamentary Reform” which listed 
those reformers successfully prosecuted by the Pitt government for their political 
activities.21  Thomas Paine heads the list, followed by Sampson Perry in an ordering, not 
only chronological, but possibly indicative of eighteenth century perceptions of Perry’s 
position, value and contribution in the reform movement. Paine provided the intellectual 
impetus while Perry provided one of the means to disseminate those ideals.  Perry viewed 
the “splendid Mr. Paine” as a friend, a fact confirmed by Paine’s contemporary and close 
friend Clio Rickman.  When Perry published Paine’s literary contributions in The Argus, 
prior to, and after, the public clamour ignited by The Rights of Man, it was as both Paine’s 
friend and political associate.  An insight into their relationship is drawn by Perry when 
recalling his conversation with Paine in Paris as to whether he [Perry] should go to 
America; he recalls that Paine “turned it aside by the political news of the day and added 
he was going to dine with Petion, the Mayor and that he knew I should be welcomed”.22  
Both were politically driven and, for Pitt’s government, potentially dangerous men as their 
                                       
19  George D. Watrous, “The Newspaper Before the Law,” Yale Law Journal, (October 1899).  9 Yale L.J. 1. 
20  Biographical Tracts 1880-1898.  Thomas Paine Exhibition at South Place Institute, Finsbury.  Catalogue of objects of historical 
interest connected with Thomas Paine, his friends and adversaries with incidents of the struggle caused by his writings. The British 
Library 10601 EE22.   
21  Refer to Appendix A: List in The Telegraph, August 24, 1795. The libel regarding the Fleet Prison dated 30 January 1793 also 
involved Perry and William Adams as both were convicted on similar charges.  This connection warrants investigation. 
22  Perry, An Historical Sketch of the French Revolution, 1: 10.  
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actions and words harboured the possibility of subverting the State.  All of which goes part 
way in explaining why Perry was consistently targeted, persecuted and then forgotten.  
 
Historical scholarship centred on the eighteenth century reform era has made little inroad 
into Perry’s contribution to the reform movement.  In searching the myriad historical texts 
on the reform movement written since 1966, Perry and The Argus are neglected and, if 
there is any mention of Perry, The Argus or both in any text, it is fleeting, dismissive or 
incorrect. Perry’s notorious associate in The Argus, John “Jew” King, is even more 
neglected in respect of his reformist credentials.  Furthermore, The Oxford Dictionary of 
National Biography (ODNB) entry is erroneous in many of its supposed facts concerning 
Perry as this dissertation will argue.   In recent scholarship, Iain McCalman identified Perry 
as one of the many under-explored members of the eighteenth century reforming 
movement, and classifies him as:  
one of the most important, yet neglected, of the 1790’s British Radical journalists and 
pamphleteers.  His significance derives from having been one of a small cluster of 
British ultraradicals who witnessed, participated in and analysed the course of the 
French Revolution during its most tumultuous phase, the years of Terror.23   
 
The most current and detailed analysis has been undertaken by Rachel Rogers in her 
recent PhD thesis entitled “Vectors in Revolution”,24 in which she discusses Perry’s 
activities in Paris during his exile 1792-1795. In addition to her PhD, her article entitled  
“Censorship and Creativity: the case of Sampson Perry, Radical Editor in 1790’s Paris and 
London,” Rogers, utilising textual analysis, identifies in Perry’s “An Historical Sketch of the 
French Revolution”,  “a number of subversive mechanisms both in the explicit content but 
also in its latent message and form” as a means of “finding new outlets for the expression 
of dissent”25 to evade further libel action.  Perry’s complex narrative spans two continents, 
two opposing political systems – monarchical and republican – and locates him at the 
crossroads of two cultures.  From an English perspective, his attachment to France in 
those politically turbulent times exhibited hallmarks of unpatriotic behaviour which lent 
                                       
23   Iain McCalman, “Sampson Perry” in “British Reform Writers 1789-1832”.  Ed Gary Kelly and Edd Applegate.  Dictionary of Literary 
Biography, Vol. 158. (Detroit: Gale Research, 1966) Literature Resource Center. Gale. H1200007022. 
24  Rachel Rogers, “Vectors of Revolution: The British Radical Community in early Republican Paris 1792-1794’. (PhD Thesis, 
University of Toulouse, France, 2013). 
25  Rachel Rogers, ‘Censorship and Creativity: the Case of Sampson Perry, Radical Editor in 1790’s Paris and London’. Revue 
LISA/LISA e-journal (Online), Vol. XI –No. 1. 2013.  Rogers’ textural analysis of Perry’s writings is a welcomed addition to our 
understanding of Perry in this turbulent political period as his literary work has been ignored.    
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weight to the Pitt government’s persecution of him.  To the French, however, he was 
acknowledged as the persecuted late editor of The Argus, a man who understood the 
French political perspective and whose radical political beliefs harmonised with those held 
in France.   
 
To contexturalise the government-initiated House of Commons libel, it is necessary to 
compile, from fragmentary evidence, a sense of Perry’s background, personality and 
career.  Despite extensive genealogical research, Perry’s origins and ancestry remain 
elusive26 which is puzzling for a man who spent so much time in the public eye.  A 
personal, poignant insight of Perry was penned, in private correspondence dated 1819, by 
a young Matthew Davenport Hill who was destined to become a great reforming judge.  He 
describes Perry as an old patriot, a friend of Tom Paine and author of an excellent history 
of the French Revolution.27  In one sentence, Hill encapsulates the key passions that 
informed Perry’s life  – the militia, reform politics and his great love, writing, which spanned 
forty years and can be divided into three main streams of medical, historical and political 
authorship.  Perry’s known professional activities prior to the establishment of The Argus 
were given as surgeon with a military commission with the Second Middlesex Eastern 
Regiment of Militia at Dover Castle which he joined in 1765 aged 1828 he was promoted to 
Lieutenant on 1 May 1777, Surgeon on 9 April 1778 and Captain on 28 March 1780 – a 
title which he retained throughout his life.29  
 
The title “Esquire” identifies his rank as a gentleman either by birth or by patronage; a man 
who could make the due distinctions in a social situation, who understood the etiquette 
necessary for appropriate social behaviour and was of independent means.  He married 
four times, yet, in an age when marriage was of such social and financial importance, we 
have little to no information on his wives.  Current research identifies unknown (1769?), 
Mary Armstrong (1775), Susannah (Sukey) Patience (1809) and lastly Barbara Ogle 
(1813).  An entry in the diary of Lord Robert Seymour concerning Charlotte, Perry’s first 
child, was to the effect that she was “an heiress of Argyle Street” and that Sampson was of 
                                       
26  There were a number of Perry’s involved in business.  Micajah Perry was Lord Mayor of London in the mid-1720’s and opposed 
Walpole on an excise tax.  He was part of the Perry and Lane Company with strong trading links to Virginia and the tobacco trade.  
Another Perry had shipbuilding docks at Blackwall.  John Perry of The Strand was umbrella and cap maker to the Queen.  He 
“invented” the riding cap and possibly, by extension, the cricket cap. Sampson Perry had links to the mercantile sector and 
displayed strong entrepreneurial skills e.g. with his “solvent”.   
27  R.D. & F.D. Hill, The Recorder of Birmingham: a Memoir of Matthew Davenport Hill; with Selections from his Correspondence 
(London: MacMillan, 1878), 22. 
28  His birth year is uncertain, but it is believed to be 1747.  
29  A List of the Officers of the Militia of England and Wales for the Year 1778 (London: J. Almon, 1778), 10. 
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West Indian origin;30 the latter appears erroneous but it does hint that Perry or his first wife 
coming from, or marrying into, a family whose income was derived from West Indian sugar 
or slaves.  
 
He leased a cottage in Totteridge31 in the mid-1770’s while maintaining his medical 
practice and business in Argyle Street, London which presupposes a significant income.  
As a result of this sojourn in Totteridge, letters from Penelope Maitland32 to Charlotte West 
(nee Perry) spanning 25 years have survived, providing valuable insights into Perry’s 
movements, associations and political attitudes not only during the period of 1789-1792 
but until Maitland’s death in 1805.  Penelope Maitland, an avid correspondent, was the 
wife of General Sir Alexander Maitland (Ist Bt), son of the Earl of Lauderdale and she was 
related to the Pitt and Dundas families.  Interpreting the coded nuances within these letters 
is challenging but much credence can be placed on the personal references made by 
Maitland about Sampson Perry for she wrote with the assurance that the content of her 
letters would remain private. In these letters she expressed her personal opinions of Perry.  
Unfortunately, Charlotte’s letters to Penelope have not survived. Relinquishing his lease 
on the Totteridge cottage sometime prior to 1783, he took a lease on a farm believed to be 
Attimore Hall.33 The family moved between Argyle Street,34 a fashionable London address, 
their country residence in Hertfordshire on a very regular basis from 1783 until 1792, with 
regular trips to Paris also included.  The assertion by McCalman that Perry was a failed 
social climber who had “made strenuous attempts to transcend economic and social 
marginality”35 is erroneous for Perry did possess a substantial income and his son-in-law, 
Charles Augustus West, was Page of Honour to George III (“the King’s Page” as Lord 
Robert Seymour identified him36) between 1782 and 1794.  Such a familial connection to 
                                       
30  Seymour mentions that Sampson was considering marriage in 1788 indicating that he was widowed. “Anecdotes, Reports, Truths 
and Falsities for the Year 1788 – Passages from the Diary of Lord Robert Seymour,” Murray’s Magazine: a Home and Colonial 
Periodical for the General Reader, No. 4, (April 1887), 1: 485.  
31  An affluent Hertfordshire hamlet near Barnet. 
32  Penelope Maitland, nee Madan.  By her own words, November 25, 1788, “I look upon it as one of the greatest honors of my life 
that Mr Pitt is my relation (by my father’s side). Lady Chatham my cousin.”  She met Charlotte in Totteridge “… I shall never forget 
the dear charming little girl I knew first on this green …”  Their relationship was long and filled with genuine affection.  Maitland-
Perry MSS, Bodleian Library, Oxford University.  
33  Maitland letter of November 27, 1786: “your Papa have I not seen this age! He certainly passes invisible thro Whetstone to the 
farm”. Further identified in an undated letter thought to be August 1788 “the date of your last, ma chere amie, is new to me and 
therefore corroborates a report I lately heard, that Tewin Farm was left, and exchang’d for … Hatfield Hyde - perhaps Attimore Hall 
is the name of your Papa’s residence there….”  It is understood that he was on Attimore Hall farm according to a former website for 
Attimore Hall which survives and trades as a pub. Perry relinquished it in 1792 to Francis Patience, perhaps a relative of Susannah 
Patience (his second wife) who is believed to have accompanied Sampson to his exile in Paris.  Maitland-Perry MSS, Bodleian 
Library, University of Oxford. 
34  “Three doors down on the right off Oxford Street,” according to his Disquisitions, next to the eighteenth-century Argyle Arms tavern 
which by today’s standards still commands a salubrious facade. 
35  Iain McCalman, “Sampson Perry” in “British Reform Writers, 1789-1832”. 
36  “Passages from the Diary of Lord Robert Seymour”, Murrays Magazine, 1: 485. West’s position within the Royal Household is 
confirmed by Penelope Maitland. 
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the Court in the eighteenth century was a valuable social asset.  The acquisition of a lease 
on a Hertfordshire property and the commissioning of Cosway for his portrait are 
demonstrative of Perry’s aspirations and ambitions.  He was emulating the coveted 
lifestyle of landed gentry, while a portrait would “bestow on the sitter the refinement and 
possessions that were harder to acquire in real life”.37   
 
Another contemporary source for the purposes of reconstructing highlights of Perry’s life 
and his political contribution which he hoped would “one day necessarily be brought 
forward in a more interesting shape”38 has been the numerous obituaries penned between 
1823 and 1824. Recurring themes of advocacy, his flirt with death in Luxembourg prison in 
Paris and his association with Thomas Paine dominate.  Less flattering obituaries made 
reference to the scandalous Argus and its virulence in disseminating republican doctrines, 
but such opinions had been expressed already during his lifetime in A Biographical 
Dictionary of the living Authors of Great Britain and Ireland dated 1816.39  Other obituaries 
identify him as “one of the most able and efficient advocates in the cause of civil and 
religious liberty”,40 a verdict confirmed through an exhaustive examination of the extant 
issues of The Argus, the only surviving evidence bearing witness to Perry’s reforming zeal.   
In an editorial in The Argus of the Constitution, Perry wrote “we are neither Roman 
Catholic nor Dissenters ourselves but we feel no pride that we are not so ... we are 
avowed friends to religious as well as political freedom”.41  These sentiments, prompted by 
a parliamentary speech given by Mr Grattan on the situation of Roman Catholics in 
Ireland, ran counter to that held by the ruling oligarchy but were a public declaration of 
Perry’s opposition to the Test and Corporation Acts and of his alignment to the Dissenting 
cause regarding religious freedom.  His religious tolerance reflects his long and personal 
association with France, an overwhelmingly Roman Catholic prior to the revolution, and to 
the fact that his daughter Charlotte was educated in a French Benedictine convent in Paris 
even though she was not a Roman Catholic.  
 
                                       
37  Diana Donald, “Mr Deputy Dumpling and the Family: Satirical Images of the City Merchant in Eighteenth Century England,” in The 
Burlington Magazine, No 1040 (November, 1989), 131: 755-763. 
38  Perry, The Particulars of S. Perry’s Case, 1: 4. 
39  A Biographical Dictionary of the Living Authors of Great Britain and Ireland, (Hanover Square: Printed for Henry Colburn, 1816), 
270, states “he became the editor of a scandalous paper called The Argus which at the commencement of the French Revolution 
was distinguished for its virulence and industry in the dissemination of republican doctrines … since liberated (from Newgate) he 
has devoted himself to his solvent medicine.” 
40  Morning Post, (London), July 25, 1823; The Morning Chronicle, (London), July 25, 1823. 
41  The Argus of the Constitution, (London), February 29, 1792. 
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Perry’s known literary output prior to his Newgate writings is primarily medical but as his 
writing career spanned forty years, it is highly probable that his efforts extended to 
journalism, social and political commentary.   Extant Luxembourg prison records from the 
French Revolution identify him as an author,42 as does the Royal Literary Fund Archive in 
London.  The first verifiable literary effort was his medical disquisition dated 1772 when he 
was aged 25.43  These medical disquisitions, his title for these “academic” works, portray a 
well-educated man possessed with keen entrepreneurial skills and a well-developed sense 
of the value of empirical research.   Perry published a total of ten editions on “the stone 
and gravel” which was a common medical condition related to kidney and/or gall stones in 
the eighteenth century.  The function of these publications was manifold – as a public 
educative medium discussing bodily functions, as promotional material for his Adams 
Solvent advertising where it was available for purchase, extolling its virtues as well as 
proclaiming his illustrious clientele list who gained relief from its use and, most importantly, 
as a revenue stream.  Several editions were dedicated to the Royal College of Physicians, 
in the vain hope of recognition and acceptance into its fraternity but it never eventuated.  
 
Perry considered himself as part of London’s literati.  His medical works were listed in the 
catalogues of the London and Westminster Circulating Library in addition to the Historical 
Sketch and The Argus or General Observer in the 1797 library catalogue; he contributed to 
Sir Richard Phillips’ The Monthly Magazine for many years,44 even during his 
imprisonment in Newgate, writing anonymous anecdotes of prominent personalities known 
to him from his many visits to France. That he undertook more literary endeavours is 
highly likely but difficult to verify because of the practice of anonymity.  A case in point is to 
be found in Barbara Perry’s letter to the Royal Literary Fund Archive in May 1827,45 where 
she referred to Perry producing a “Pronouncing Dictionary”.46 No supporting evidence for 
her claim has been located only a tenuous link through a Maitland letter of July 1803, in 
                                       
42  John Goldworth Alger, Englishmen in the French Revolution (London: S. Low, Marston, Searle & Rivington Ltd., 1889), Appendix 
E, List of Prisoners, 151. 
43  This very rare first edition is held at the Wellcome Library, London but does not have a publication date.  It is reckoned at 1772 but 
is suspected to be 1770-1771. 
44  George Dyer, in a letter to the Royal Literary Fund dated April 1824, states that “(Perry) wrote a good deal for Sir Richard Phillips’ 
Monthly Magazine” and Rogers in ‘Vectors in Revolution’ is also of the opinion that Perry wrote anecdotes for the Monthly 
Magazine based on his personal knowledge of characters associated with the French Revolution (see p. 362). The Royal Literary 
Fund Archive – “Case 514: Barbara Perry”. Fryer Library Microfiche, University of Queensland. Document 1. 
45  Barbara Lindley Perry, his last wife, wrote many letters to the Royal Literary Fund seeking financial assistance to alleviate her 
poverty.  These letters have proved beneficial in identifying Perry’s activities between 1801 and 1823.  The Royal Literary Fund 
Archive – “Case 514: Barbara Perry”. Fryer Library Microfiche, University of Queensland. Document 7. 
46  William Perry produced The Standard French and English Pronouncing Dictionary, 1795, London.  See The Times of 17 April, 
1827 in which the pronouncing dictionary is attributed to Sampson Perry by the Literary Society in its appeal for Barbara. 
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which Penelope thanks Charlotte “for your kind present of the dictionary”.47 William 
Perry,48 Sampson’s contemporary and a lexicographer, produced numerous very popular 
dictionaries,49 one of which was The Standard French and English Pronouncing 
Dictionary50. William Perry was a vendor of Adams Solvent in Edinburgh and his name 
was capitalised in the list of suppliers but no familial or collaborative connection has been 
established.  The probability of Sampson Perry’s involvement in a French-English 
dictionary is high given his long association with France and being credited with 
“employing himself in translating from the French”51 as a means of support during and after 
his incarceration in Newgate.  Unfortunately, because of the anonymity and pseudonymity 
of his writings, a common practice at that time, no records of his literary contributions 
survive, but, should such writings be identified, as his obituary in The Morning Chronicle 
suggests, they “would form an interesting memorial of the sprightliness, wit and humour 
with which he enlivened the social circle”. 52  
 
His first known London address was Aldersgate Street, home to a large dispensary 
established by the Quakers to dispense medicine to the poor,53 provide employment to 
those “outsiders in the London medical market”54 and to conduct medical research.  
Evidence in Wallis’ Eighteenth Century Medics55 suggesting that Perry was trained or 
worked as a medic in Paris fails, unfortunately, to clarify the source of this information.  By 
his own admission, Perry did go to Paris numerous times to expand his medical and 
surgical knowledge in the speciality then called lithontropics which centred on kidney 
stones.    
 
                                       
47  Maitland to Charlotte West, Totteridge, July 19, 1803. Maitland-Perry MSS, Bodleian Library, University of Oxford. It is the unusual 
nature of this gift, to an elderly woman, that suggests Sampson Perry’s involvement in its production. 
48   Tom McArthur, World Englishes, No. 2, Blackwell Publishers, (1999) 18: 161-169.  William Perry aka Perry of Kelso, lexicographer, 
has slipped from the historical radar.  He produced many dictionaries which outsold Johnson’s dictionary, especially in America.  
He was known to have a brother in London and after becoming bankrupt in Edinburgh became a naval surgeon.  There is very little 
information on William Perry. 
49  One was The Royal Standard English Dictionary which outsold Johnson’s dictionary.  Very successful sales were made in 
America. 
50  William Perry, The Standard French and English Pronouncing Dictionary in Two Parts, (London: Murray and Co, Stockdale, 1795). 
51  The Monthly Magazine or British Register, Issue 385, August 1823. (London: R. Phillips, 1823) 56: 86-87. 
52  “Obituary”, The Morning Chronicle, (London), July 25, 1823. 
53  The General Dispensary was at 36 Aldersgate Street.  An Aldersgate Street School of Medicine was set up in 1800 and was 
recognised as a teaching school up to the 1840’s when St Bartholomew’s surpassed it.     
54  Bronwyn Croxson, “The Public and Private Faces of Eighteenth Century London Dispensary Charity,” Medical History. (1997) 41: 
127-149. 
55  P.J. and R.V. Wallis, Eighteenth Century Medics (subscriptions, licences, apprenticeships). Project for Historical Biobibliography, 
Newcastle upon Tyne, (1988).  In Perry’s 1789 publication Further Observations on the Stone & Gravel, Perry recalls the skill of the 
Paris surgeons in operating for “the stone”.  He indicates that he undertook “experiments … which my visit to the Hospital de Dieu 
had furnished me with” on his return home.  If the first edition was published in 1770-71, then his stay in Paris must have been in 
the late 1760’s. Wallis’ entry indicating that he was medically educated in Paris could well be true. 
 23 
  
 
 
Perry’s politicisation and radicalisation are one and the same having their roots, in all 
probability, in the Aldersgate dispensary.  Political patronage played a role in the 
functioning of these dispensaries as they provided, not only a base for party cohesion 
through medical charities,56 but a means of employment for those educated outside of the 
medical hierarchy.  To ambitious intelligent young men who believed in the advancement 
of medical knowledge grounded in scientific process, discrimination in regard to where and 
how medical qualifications were gained would rankle.  It was inevitable that some fledging 
practitioners would become radicalised.  These radicals, wrote F.B. Smith, “looked to new 
rational, honest examinations to install promotion by merit in place of the existing corrupt 
network of patronage”.57  Among these “radicals,” namely Richard Barrow, James 
Parkinson and Richard Watson who were to become members of the LCS, was Sampson 
Perry. He harboured the desire to “overcome the natural prejudice that some minds, 
particularly among the faculty, entertain against what may be called new practice, or new 
opinions”.58  Facilitating change in any public arena is fraught with difficulties but if an 
objective was to hasten medical knowledge in order “to preserve the population for the 
sake of national wealth and national welfare”59 as a better nourished hence a healthier 
population able to work longer and more efficiently then so much the better.  This period of 
Perry’s life is marked by two significant factors – the desire to achieve peer recognition 
and to reform medical education and research based on meritocracy rather than patronage 
in all spheres.  An editorial in his newspaper, The Argus of the Constitution dated February 
29, 1792, touches on this perennial theme of “the reward of talents but not the fruits of 
flattery or profligacy”. 
 
In an era of such intellectual inquiry, pseudo-pharmaceutical concoctions such as Perry’s 
Adams Solvent were the harbinger of pharmacology to the field of healing and a 
demonstration of the wealth such products can create.60  McCalman refers to Perry as “a 
vendor of quack medicine”61 but medical knowledge in this period was mostly quackery 
and, in the case of kidney stones, it was a stark choice between unsafe surgery or a 
                                       
56  Croxson, “The Public and Private Faces of Eighteenth Century London Dispensary Charity” 41: 127-149. 
57  F. B. Smith.  The People’s Health 1830-1910 (London: Croom Helm, 1979), 347. 
58  Sampson Perry, Further Observations on the Stone and Gravel, and all other Calculus Obstructions of the Urinary Passages with 
Additional Proofs of the Efficacy of a New Discovery in the Cure of the Diseases (London: J. Murray, 1789), iv. 
59  Croxson, “The Public and Private Faces of Eighteenth Century London Dispensary Charity” 41: 127-149.  
60  Penelope Maitland’s letter dated March 30, 1790 states “that Swainson made upwards of ₤5000 per annum from the sale of Velnos 
Vegetable Syrup” – a staggering amount of money for the eighteenth century. Maitland-Perry MSS, Bodleian Library, University of 
Oxford. 
61  McCalman’s verdict “vendor of quack medicine” dismisses Perry’s striving to understand the development of “stone” in the body.  
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concoction. Perry actively supported Isaac Swainson62 in the promotion of Velno’s 
Vegetable Syrup63 and tenuous evidence exists of his adding more pharmacology items to 
his inventory such as ‘Hamilton’s Tincture’ and ‘Perry’s Earache and Toothache 
Essence’64 after he had been released from Newgate in 1801.  Numerous biographical 
entries identify Perry under the pseudonym of William Adams but this is not correct.  In the 
second of ten editions of his medical disquisitions (1772) Perry identifies a professional 
connection to William Adams,65 surgeon and man-midwife, who resided and practised at 2 
Princes Street, and it must be from this connection that the title - Adams Solvent - was 
derived.  In the fourth edition of his updated and enlarged disquisition published in 1775, 
Perry claimed to be the inventor of Adams Solvent, and that he and William Adams had 
had a commercial agreement for some time which precluded Perry from promoting the 
solvent in his own right. Given that William Adams practised surgery, Perry may have been 
apprenticed to Adams.  
 
Perry’s frustration with some of his medical colleagues is made more understandable by a 
recent medical publication on “Urolithiasis: A Comprehensive History” which takes a fresh 
look at Perry’s conceptualising with regard to the “stone”.  Singling out his 1785 medical 
disquisition that centred on Perry’s “observations of the stone”,66 Michael Moran discusses 
Perry’s analysis of the “stone”:  
he [Perry] believes [that] all the centres of stones are these nuclei and that they all form 
in the kidney…. This is also a remarkably modern concept.  He is not the chemist that 
Priestley, Hales, Scheele or Marggraf are, so he does not know that stones are formed 
from different chemical components, but he essentially is getting to the modern notions 
of nucleation, fixed particle retention and supersaturation.67   
                                       
62  Maitland letter of 4 February 1792: “I read his name [Sampson Perry] at the beginning of Swainson’s pamphlet in a manner which 
makes me think them acquainted.” Maitland-Perry MSS, Bodleian Library, University of Oxford. 
63  Vic. Gatrell, City of Laughter: Sex and Satire in Eighteenth Century London (London: Atlantic Books, 2006), 216.  There is a 
fascinating Gillray print entitled “A Voluptuary under the Horrors of Digestion” of 1792 that cruelly illustrates the regal excesses of 
the era that were an anathema to the mercantile class.  It depicts the Prince of Wales’ corpulent body and at his elbow is a bottle of 
Velnos Vegetable Syrup.   
64  Barbara, Perry’s widow, writes of wanting to put his (unidentified) medicines on a commercial footing after his death when she was 
all but destitute.  Searching the extant newspapers by the use of his 9 Southampton Street address confirms that these medicines 
were sold from that address.  Royal Literary Fund Archives, Case No. 514: Barbara Perry, Folio 6, 25 January, 1825. 
65  Bibliographic entries attribute the writing of these disquisitions to Perry using the pseudonym of W. Adams which may be the case; 
however The Imperial Dictionary of Universal Biography 1857-1863 lists a William Adams as “a London surgeon who after long and 
special experience in treating diseases of the kidney published in 1773 a valuable disquisition on the subject.” There was definitely 
a professional connection between Perry and William Adams.  The 1793 libel charges where a William Adams was a co-accused 
with Sampson Perry is, on current research, the author of “Thoughts on the anti-monarchical tendency of the Measures of the 
British Prime Minister contained in a letter to a noble lord.” 
66  Michael Moran, Urolithiasis: A Comprehensive History (New York: Springer, 2014), 62-63.  Moran identifies Perry as 
contemporaneous with other liberal intellectuals including James Parkinson and Thomas Paine. 
67  Ibid., 62-63. 
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Perry believed emphatically in the importance of a proper scientific approach to medical 
questions as demonstrated in his 1789 edition entitled “Further Observations of the Stone, 
Gravel and all other Calculous Obstructions”,68 where he advocates the establishment of 
clinical trials for his solvent: a very modern concept in medical research.  There is little 
wonder that he railed against the obscene amount of ₤5,000 awarded to Johanna 
Stephens by Walpole for her supposed cure of “the stone”.  Moran concludes “almost no 
one credits his writings as a physician in the modern era,” despite Perry’s capacity to 
intellectualise his medical theories through his disquisitions.  Perry promoted diet, exercise 
and the administration of his solvent as being a much preferable, not to say, safer option 
than surgery.69  In the 1789 edition, he advocates for the establishment of a “clinic” where 
his solvent could be administered under supervision and its benefits or otherwise be 
monitored.  Such a concept was novel and is regarded now as a standard in medical 
research.  His ideas were advanced, and it becomes understandable why Perry became 
so frustrated with factions of the medical fraternity who did little towards fostering 
intellectual inquiry. Based on these findings, it would appear that further research on his 
many medical publications in a modern context is required 
 
The Perry family, imbued with French/Parisian sophistication, were fluent French speakers 
and by inference au fait with French culture.  To Perry, the French were “a people long 
distinguished for the refinement of their manners, and for the brilliancy of their wit and 
genius”.70 While Perry may not have belonged to the aristocracy with their “penchant for all 
things French … for British culture drew extensively on the intellectual riches of France”,71 
it was common at that time for people of rank and education to read and speak French.  
His daughter Charlotte attended a Benedictine convent in Paris72 as a boarder 
intermittently between the years 1782-1787 where her two cousins were also in 
residence.73  Upon the daughter he loved so dearly, he bestowed a very liberal education. 
                                       
68  “Further observations of the Stone, Gravel and all other Calculous obstructions of the urinary passages with addition proofs of the 
efficacy of a new discovery in the cure of the diseases.” 
69  A large advertisement extolling the use of his solvent was placed in The Sun on November 20, 1794.  The advertisement 
commented upon the unfortunate death of six year old “Master Shergold” of Brighthelmstone (Brighton) who was “Cut” by Mr John 
Hunter in Perry’s opinion “… the most skilful surgeon in the world.”   Even Hunter’s skill was inadequate for the procedure.   
70  Perry, An Historical Sketch of the French Revolution, Introduction, 1: v.  
71  John Brewer, The Pleasures of the Imagination: English Culture in the Eighteenth Century (Chicago: The University of Chicago 
Press, 1997), 84.  
72  L’Orde de Saint Benoit. 
73  Penelope Maitland, letter of 3 May 1783, welcoming Charlotte on her “safe arrival once more in England” and “the many additional 
accomplishments you are return’d with.”   Maitland-Perry MSS, Bodleian Library, University of Oxford.  Charlotte was a boarder at 
the Benedictine convent and from the tone of the letter, for some time.  
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On his many visits, Perry frequented the famous Parisian salons74 absorbing the current 
political flavour by (as he put it) “discussing political abstract questions, enjoying the 
diversity of opinions and contradictions in reasoning which served only to sharpen the 
desire to renew argument.  He numbered himself as amongst “travellers of erudition [who] 
resorted to Paris in greater numbers than usual”.75  Acute observations of the prevailing 
social conditions in pre-revolutionary France gave him the grounds on which he later was 
to justify the turbulent behaviour of the Parisian crowd against the excesses of the morally 
bankrupt nobility and clergy who traversed the city in “vehicles in which titled idleness 
heretofore lolled at ease in mockery and defiance of humble industry”.76  Clarification of his 
long and intimate relationship with France casts a fresh light on his advocacy for civil and 
religious liberties as well as his attitude towards the French revolution.  The charge that 
The Argus was “a mouthpiece of virulence and industry in disseminating [French] 
republican doctrines”77 is more understandable in retrospect than it was in the late 
eighteenth century.  
 
Evidence for his professional association with France can be traced to the 1778 French 
publication of his medical text entitled Recherches sur le Calcul et La Gravelle traduites de 
L’ Anglois De M. Perry, 78 dedicated to Lord Stormont and published in Paris by Didot who 
“long reigned [as] the Prince of Printers in France and [was] unequalled throughout 
Europe.”79  Employing a publisher of such calibre is indicative of Perry’s income being 
derived, not only in England from Adams Solvent, but also in France.  The disquisition 
must have been published as an accompanying medical text to promote the sale as well 
as the efficacy of his solvent.  Taking his “discovery” abroad was not new; Adams Solvent 
was on sale in Dublin for the first time in 1777 through the proprietor of the Dublin Evening 
Post, John Magee,80 but it may have been sold earlier as Perry identifies P. Higly, 
Bookseller, Henry Street, Dublin as his sole agent in Ireland in his 1775 disquisition.  An 
obscure reference to a Colonel Hamilton in the disquisition raises the probability that the 
                                       
74  This opinion has been based on Paine’s invitation to Perry to attend lunch at the Hotel de Ville where Paine “knew he would be 
welcomed.”  Perry was associated with Brissot, Laiguelot and other French writers. 
75  Perry, An Historical Sketch of the French Revolution, 1: 13. 
76  Ibid, 2: 388. 
77  “Mr. Sampson Perry” in The Gentleman’s Magazine and Historical Chronicle, September, 1823. (London: Chatto and Windus),  
280-281. 
78  Sampson Perry, Recherches sur Le Calcul et La Gravelle, (Paris: Chez Didot le Jeune, 1778).  Perry reiterates in Further 
Observations … in 1789 of “the progress the medicine has made in its fame in that kingdom, will be found in the same pamphlet 
published by Didot le Jeune at Paris.” 23. 
79  Werkmeister, The London Daily Press 1772-1792, 171.  The reference is contained in a letter published in the spurious Star dated 
February 16, 1789. 
80  James Kelly, “Health for Sale: Mountebanks, Doctors, Printers and the Supply of Medication in Eighteenth Century,” Elizabeth 
Fitzpatrick and James Kelly (Ed) in Proceedings of the Royal Irish Academy, Section C Archaeology, Celtic Studies, History, 
Linguistics and Literature, (2008), 108: 106.  
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solvent may have reached American shores.81   Adams solvent formed the basis of Perry’s 
wealth82 at a time when sales of patent and public medicines83 flourished due to the 
absence of skilled doctors, patients and sufferers had no option but to self diagnose their 
ailments and ingest patent medicines.  
 
Reconstructing Perry’s personality and the motives behind his radicalism is problematic.  
Coupled with a lack of evidence and the anonymity of writers, “there was much that was 
irrational and illogical in British Radicals … personalities and temperament were also 
important ... it was a state of mind, a sense of moral outrage against privilege, waste and 
abuse of power”.84  The closest clue is to be found in an anonymous article entitled 
“Reflection” published in the Argus, or General Observer when Perry was in Newgate by a 
writer philosophising upon his current situation85 and there is every reason to believe that 
the author was Perry.  “The patriot [he believed himself to be a patriot] in chains” is 
composed with a “resignation” and “tranquillity of spirit” that comes from having walked 
virtuously “in spite of lures and menaces” utilised by corrupt governments.  Persecution “in 
the vindication of truth” has a nobility despite “the injuries and insults he has been made to 
suffer,” for “the cause of truth is the cause of all” at a time when “the solicitude of the men 
in power to conceal the truth from the mass of the people is uncommonly great.”  The 
article concludes by extolling a belief in the innate goodness of humanity – “the enquiry 
after truth is on the wing; it will never rest till the flood of tyranny and prejudice which the 
world is deluged, be dried up”.  Such a belief sustained Perry throughout his imprisonment 
during the Reign of Terror in Luxembourg, Paris. The reservoir of inner strength, that 
psychological strength which sustains one in adversity is offered up by Perry as part of his 
belief, not in a God, but in his fellow citizens.   
 
Further comment upon his personality is to be found in an alleged inducement offered to 
Perry while he was in Newgate; “yet he resisted the temptation of fifty guineas in hand 
offered on condition of becoming a spy for the government and one guinea regularly for 
                                       
81  A Disquisition on “Stone and Gravel” was held in the library of Benjamin Franklin indicating the possibility of Perry’s solvent being 
on sale in America.  
82  Penelope Maitland’s letter of March 30, 1790 claims that Swainson made upwards of ₤5,000 per annum selling his Velnos 
Vegetable Syrup.  Such a sum was a staggering amount of money in the late Eighteenth Century. Maitland-Perry MSS, Bodleian 
Library, University of Oxford. 
83   See pamphlet entitled An Account of the Several Valuable and Excellent Genuine Patent and Public Medicines; sold by special 
appointment of the inventors and preparers by W. Bacon at his Patent Medicine Warehouse, No. 150 Oxford Street, opposite New 
Bond Street, London.  1794.  Some 80 medicines are listed with a price range of 6p to 17/- and averaging at 1/6. 
84  Joseph O. Bayle and Norbert Grossman (Eds.) Biographical Dictionary of Modern British Radicals 1770-1830 (Sussex: Harvester 
Press, 1979), 1: 5.  
85  Perry, The Argus; or, General Observer, 438. A complete transcript is repeated in Appendix B: “A Reflection”. 
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each weekly report”.86  If true, this assertion demonstrates an unwillingness by Perry to 
compromise his principles despite the horrors of Newgate.  In a similar vein, McCalman 
wrote that Perry was unwavering in his political philosophy as he retained a “consistent 
sympathy for the broad principles of the French Revolution” despite the human carnage 
extracted by the passage of that revolution.  
 
He considered himself as consistent with qualities of gravity, dignity and sincerity and 
firmly attached to principles. Eighteenth century surgery, despite its crudity, required a 
level of training and above average intelligence sprinkled with altruism. Pushing for better 
medical training and examinations, as Perry did, displayed an instinct for social betterment 
through structural reform, an enlightened mind willing to evaluate fresh ideas and 
implement new practices. His militia activities at the time of the American War of 
Independence, when there was a fear that Britain may be invaded, prompted him to raise 
two companies of grenadiers in the defence of Britain at his own cost: a demonstration of 
patriotism but ironically coated with the hope of royal recognition in the form of a sinecure. 
Penelope Maitland portrays a kind, generous person in whom she took a life long interest 
despite her abhorrence of his politics.  In early 1795, when he was apprehended on his 
return from his imposed exile, he was labelled as “a violent reviler of Government …, a 
violent person … actuated by party paroxysms rather than prudent principles”,87 but such 
emotive outburst can be attributed to his advocacy of unpopular causes, such as 
democracy, and as part of the ongoing government manipulation of his narrative 
exacerbated by a newspaper, in this case The Oracle, funded from the Treasury.  The 
theme of persecution, which pervades his Newgate writings, may be viewed as bordering 
on paranoia but these momentous events that made up  “the drama” of his life.      
 
The first record of Perry’s association with politics is his presence at the deathbed of Sir 
John Mitchell who died on December 5, 1783.88  Prior to the launch of The Argus, any 
insight into Perry’s political persuasions is by deduction only.  Extant voting records have 
Perry (Occupation: Surgeon) voting for Percy and Clinton,89 the Court candidates in the 
1774 election and in 1780 for Fox and Rodney, Whig candidates, in the Parish of St 
                                       
86  The English Review, or an Abstract of the English and Foreign Literature, (1795), 26:148. 
87  The Oracle, (London), March 28, 1795. 
88  Letter from Penelope Maitland to Charlotte.  Maitland-Perry MSS, Bodleian Library, University of Oxford.  Mitchell was born in 1734 
and died in Westminster on December 5, 1783, and buried at St James, Westminster.  
89  Votes in the Westminister Elections 1749-1820 in the parish of St Clement Danes and St Mary-le-Strand.  Earl Percy and Lord 
Thomas Pelham Clinton were Court candidates in this election. 
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James, Piccadilly.  The Duke of Bedford, a leading Whig, was the first and largest donor to 
a public appeal for Perry’s wife Barbara on Perry’s demise90 suggesting Perry’s close 
connections to the Whigs; the Duke may well have been Perry’s political patron.91  Thomas 
Hardy, (Secretary of the LCS) in a letter to the Earl of Lauderdale dated January 23, 1797 
wrote that “I have formerly been told by Mr Perry92 who is supposed to be much in the 
secrets of those gentlemen with whom you act, that money has been raised for me;”93  
“those gentlemen” are probably the Duke of Bedford and the Earls of Albemarle94 and 
Derby as well as Earl Stanhope being the same men who opposed the suspension of the 
Habeas Corpus Act.  If this Perry is indeed Sampson Perry, he was still in contact with the 
reform movement while imprisoned in Newgate.  In a 1789 issue of The Argus, Perry, 
commenting on American politics, wrote that “it is probable that the American public will 
finally resolve itself into the best of all possible governments, a limited monarchy”95 
suggesting that Perry was not a republican at that time.  By November, 1790, Werkmeister 
identifies The Argus as a Whig paper96 which is a reasoned assessment.  At this stage of 
his life, the Whig tradition of progress, not radicalism, which adapts and changes British 
political structures to meet emerging new social conditions, sat well with Perry’s political 
sympathies.     
  
The relationship between Perry and his business associate in The Argus, John “Jew” 
King97, a notorious money-lender cum swindler cum blackmailer purporting reformist 
opinions, is a matter for conjecture and we can only speculate as to how that relationship 
came into being and was conducted.  Historically, for the past two centuries, King’s 
reformist credentials have been overlooked in favour of the promulgation of his penchant 
for shadowy criminal activity but Perry must have been cognisant of King’s reputation.  It 
would be naïve to suggest otherwise.  Did Perry and The Argus suffer social and/or 
                                       
90  Most of the Duke of Bedford’s papers were destroyed on his death in early 1802.   
91  Several pieces of evidence for patronage exist – the large donation as stated and the lease of 9 Southampton Street which Perry 
occupied from his release from Newgate in 1801 until his death in 1823, even though he was a debtor.  Southampton Street, 
Bloomsbury formed part of the Bedford Estate and was an upper middle class area.  
92  The assumption has been made that this reference is Sampson Perry and not James Perry of The Morning Chronicle. As noted 
above, these two men are sometimes confused in historical documents and such may have occurred here.   
93  Thomas Hardy, Memoir of Thomas Hardy, Founder of, and Secretary to, the London Corresponding Society (London: James 
Ridgeway, 1832), 69. 
94  Albermarle was a patient of Perry’s and recommender of Perry’s solvent.  The votes of these men were noted in the Memoir of 
Thomas Hardy.  
95  Leon Fraser, English Opinion of the American Constitution and Government 1783-1798 (New York, 1915). 
www.archive.org.stream. 
96  Werkmeister, The London Daily Press 1772-1792, 346. 
97  The use of “Jew” King is considered offensive.  However there was another John King employed in Treasury at that time and it is 
imperative that both men not confused.  For example in seeking information on Perry’s pardon, a reference to a letter was located 
written by Edward Law “to John King in reference to a pardon for Sampson Perry” dated January 19, 1802.  This John King is from 
Treasury.   
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political repercussion from this association?  Until research is done into this relationship, 
we can only speculate.  King was a member of London’s Sephardic Jewish community 
whose “wealth … was largely derived from overseas trade and banking, and through their 
close association with the Bank of England, private banks, and the great trading ‘moneyed 
companies’’.98 King has been credited with financially supporting the radical cause, 
especially in the dissemination of their ideology, so possibly Perry, in conjunction with 
King, gave financial support by way of the printing presses of The Argus.  It would not be 
fanciful to suggest that King was the conduit through which money flowed to keep The 
Argus in business. Andrews’ comment on Perry’s notoriety alludes to an unsavoury 
element but that may be attributed to his libel cases rather than his association with King.  
In a stark self-assessment, Perry admitted that “my too eager zeal has drawn upon me so 
much calamity” but he could not, or would not, rein in his criticism of the Pitt government 
as he mobilised The Argus in the cause of “patriotic” reform.   
 
McCalman’s description of Perry as “rare” and “unique” are thought-provoking in an “age 
of revolution” which spawned many politically motivated men and women.  The steadfast 
retention of their political convictions in the face of overwhelming intimidation through the 
arbitrary use of the justice system often left diehard reformers marginalized and destitute. 
To their credit many did retain their political principles against such odds but, as Seabrook 
notes, time and ageing are “second only to persecution [and] are the greatest enemy of 
the agitator since strength always fails and energies decline”.99  Perry was in his mid-
forties at the height of his political agitation in the early 1790’s.  Notwithstanding the 
trauma of imprisonment in the Luxembourg (Paris) as a suspected English spy followed by 
seven years of incarceration in Newgate, he continued the political struggle for reform. He 
supported a fellow radical, Daniel Lovell, who was arbitrarily imprisoned and heavily fined 
for reprinting an article in his newspaper, The Statesman.  In a move that resulted in 
financial ruin for himself and his young family, Perry purchased Lovell’s paper in 1818 just 
prior to Lovell’s death using his wife’s inheritance.  Such a rash move left them, upon his 
death in 1823 aged 76, in dire poverty.   
 
                                       
98   George F. E. Rudé, Hanoverian London 1714-1808.  (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1971), 53.  King was a money 
broker and hence he would have links to high society and government. 
99  Jeremy Seabrook, “British Radicals,” in Race & Class, (London: Sage, 2009), 51: 84. http://rac.sagepub.com/content/51/1/84 
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1.1 Summary 
“It is difficult”, wrote Madeline Bingham, “to simplify the tortuous politics of another era as 
the shifting basis of power, the different pressures on human beings, battling through their 
lives, lend different emphasis to abstract ideas”.100  Information on, or about Perry, has 
been gleaned from a patchwork of inchoate, scattered sources and may never be drawn 
into a comprehensive factual whole. Perry was subjected to attack common to any person 
who occupies the public sphere but, because he was articulate, financially well resourced, 
connected with the British elite, literary and a newspaper proprietor, there is a paper trail to 
follow.  Aspects of his private life, such as his French sympathies, were to work against 
him in his political battles for reform as they provided a hook upon which the Pitt 
government could attack his patriotism and his loyalty.  This Francophile prism through 
which his politics and his life fractured into their many composite parts proved toxic to his 
reputation in England, and tainted his memory hereafter.   As the layers of Sampson 
Perry’s life are peeled away, it becomes clear that he is worthy of ongoing scholarship and 
that his significance lies in his unwavering commitment to, and advocacy of, political 
reform.  As with many of his contemporary reformers of the late eighteenth century period, 
he was a victim of relentless government persecution motived by a determination to 
maintain the political and social status quo of oligarchical privilege.  
  
                                       
100  Madeline Bingham, Sheridan: The Track of a Comet (London: George Allen and Unwin Ltd, 1972), 192.  
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2 Prelude to the House of Commons Libel Case 
 
“From the beginning of George III’s reign in 1760 was seen an increase in those men of substance 
who felt that they ought to have a voice in their country’s government and yet were excluded from 
it.  A vigorous press had grown up to cater to these men.” 101 
 
The latter half of the eighteenth century - a period of great intellectual, economic and 
social ferment - provided the formative period of Perry’s life.   It was “an aggressive 
society, no nation rioted more easily or savagely … and the endless stream of abuse that 
poured from the press both stimulated and satisfied the same yearning for violence.  Even 
the amusements were streaked with blood while gambling obsessed all classes”.102   It 
was profoundly different, both psychologically and structurally, from today’s society yet it 
abounded with talent, fermenting with ideas in all fields of human endeavour, producing 
refinements in architecture and the arts that are honoured today.  In stark contrast to the 
prevailing social climate for violence and aggression, was the middling class who were 
“resentful of the wastefulness, the disorder and incompetence [but kept] an open mind, 
and a ready purse for inventions”. This social group supplied the sinews of England’s 
muscular economy by providing the impetus for an entrepreneurialism overlaid by a 
commercial ethos.  Imbued with a philosophy of self improvement and of merit born of 
inherent talent not hereditary “hand me downs” to incompetent individuals these men, such 
as Perry, believed “George III, Lord North and their supporters were the diehard 
champions of an outmoded system of government, corrupt, prejudiced as dangerous as it 
was absurd”.103  
 
Frustration simmered below society’s surface, manifesting many grievances that remained 
unresolved.  “For decades, the opposition had denounced the graft and wire pulling of 
politics; bitter and virulent pamphlets had exposed abuses in all institutions of government 
but with no desire to reform them”104 with the result that rioting would break to the surface, 
but it produced little change or critical analysis from the ruling elite, who had no vested 
                                       
101  J.H. Plumb, The First Four Georges (London: B. T. Batsford Ltd. 1959), 101.  The current historiography on the interplay between 
eighteenth century economics and politics does not appear to have made a significant contribution to our understanding of the 
mercantile / entrepreneurial mindset which was so keen to embrace the possibility of business opportunities.    
102  Ibid., 125. 
103  Ibid., 125. 
104  Ibid., 101. 
 33 
  
 
 
interest in extending access to political power.  Of the male population, only a miniscule 
percentage had the right to vote hence political power was in the hands of an elite few 
leaving the growing industrial cities such as Birmingham, Manchester and Liverpool 
without political representation.  In stark comparison, empty rural seats had parliamentary 
representation and this corrupted system, known as the “rotten boroughs”, was incapable 
of reform as those who benefited were unwilling to relinquish their power in order to 
accommodate the needs an expanding economy and the mercantile moguls.  From the 
time of the notorious Wilkes, with his genius for constitutional mischief-making, it is 
possible to trace a continuum of disturbances that erupted courtesy of that unpredictable, 
vexatious political force, the “London mob”.  The chaos and violence that was wrought by 
the Gordon Riots in June 1780 remained fresh in the minds of Londoners at the end of that 
decade.  An unstable George III considered political change, i.e. dissent, to be the 
equivalence of an assault upon the divine right of the Crown.  He did not possess the 
necessary intellectual capacity and subtlety of mind to negotiate such change.  The King 
was supported by a majority of aristocratic families who controlled such assets as church 
livings, vast tracts of land, legislative power and lucrative leases on commodities such as 
coal. To them the constitution, which, in effect, was an unwritten “sum of ordinary law and 
custom”105 validating their power base, was glorious and sacred; so sacred in fact that to 
tamper with any aspect of its “fabric” was tantamount to defiling a holy relic.  Such 
inviolability was utilised readily by Pitt to justify the stance against parliamentary reform 
and it was lauded as the “happy” constitution in the government’s Brief for the Prosecution 
in Perry’s House of Commons libel case.   
 
Aggression seeped into Georgian amusements, into a press feeding this taste for violence 
and into the political environment - all were equally bloody, brutal and aggressive.  Perry, 
known to have fought duels,106 seemed undisturbed by the combative nature of society.  In 
March 1789, when Perry took on the role of a newspaper proprietor leaving his surgery 
practice to one side, he was already a seasoned agitator who had sought reforms in the 
1770’s in medical education.  These men were to continue their reforming zeal through a 
revitalised Society for Constitutional Information (SCI) which was directing the efforts of 
reformers and undertaking to educate the public “by pursuing the policy of selecting, 
                                       
105  G.M Trevelyan, A Shortened History of England (Harmondsworth: Penguin Books, 1983), 383.  
106  Perry fought a duel with Capt. Williamson in 1789.  The Maitland letter of December 20, 1789 infers that Perry could have a violent 
temper. “I cannot conceive a more violent exasperation than your father’s from Cpt. W’s behaviour and think it a peculiar mercy of 
Providence he did not absolutely kill him in his rage.” This Williamson may have been the same Capt. John Williamson who was 
editor of The Morning Post. 
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printing and distributing addresses, pamphlets and speeches in support of parliamentary 
reform”.107   Their principal contribution was an all-embracing program that was to span 
three generations up to the People’s Charter of 1837.  With The Argus firmly in his grasp 
by 1790, Perry, supported by the radical literati, provided a vehicle that could supply 
political direction and intellectual stamina to working class reformers and to develop, in 
conjunction with organisations such as the Society for Constitutional Information (SCI) and 
The London Corresponding Society (LCS), the unheard of concept of large scale politically 
disciplined organisation. Pitt’s government, fearful of the potential posed by such 
organisation of sectors of the populace, sought to destroy its agenda through the selected 
application of an aggressive legal action, libel, where the individual is portrayed as “being 
a wicked seditious and ill disposed person and having no regard for the Laws of this 
Realm or for the public peace and tranquillity of this kingdom”.108  Quite simply, with the 
government controlling the narrative, Perry’s politics were travestied as reflecting Perry’s ill 
disposition towards his King and country. 
 
A cabal of prominent personalities dominated both sides of the political spectrum in this 
radical era.  Promoting the reform agenda were identities such as Thomas Paine, Major 
Cartwright, Thomas Hardy, Horne Tooke and many others.  Cartwright, a stalwart of the 
reform movement, was buoyed by an “inflexibility and optimism [that] were life long 
characteristics, [and] is credited with unwearying persistence as he dictated the radical 
program up to the first half of nineteenth century”.109  He was also instrumental in 
reinvigorating a stalled Society for Constitutional Information (SCI) and moving it gradually 
towards a more radical stance.  It must be acknowledged that Pitt, when Chancellor, had 
tried and failed to progress the much needed parliamentary reforms and, from Perry’s 
perspective, would not acknowledge “the necessity of yielding to the demands of a very 
great majority of the people for a reform in the representation and correcting 
acknowledged abuses in the government and secondly of a speedy change of measures 
with respect to the threatened interference of the government in the internal affairs of 
France”.110      
                                       
107  G. S. Veitch, The Genesis of Parliamentary Reform (London: Constable, 1964), 86. 
108  Kings Bench Papers KB 28/363 Roll 2, [R. v Perry – House of Commons Libel (1792)]. 1-5, Ro IND 1/6664 Folio 25 and Folio 28. 
The National Archives, Kew. 
109  Black, The Association, 30. 
110  Sampson Perry, Oppression!!! The Appeal of Captain Perry (late editor of the Argus) to the People of England, containing a 
justification of his principles and conduct which have rendered him obnoxious to ministerial tyranny; with a few remarks on the 
people of France, to refute the base calumnies of those interested in their ruinous crusade against the liberty and happiness of 
man (London: Citizen Lee, 1795), 6. 
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Another arch-rival of the reformers, though once a Whig supporter, was Edmund Burke 
whose sulphurous diatribe in “Reflections on the Revolution in France attacked the 
objectives of the reform movement and came out in favour of maintaining the status 
quo”.111  His book made its appearance on November 1, 1790, finding overwhelming 
favour with George III and the ruling elite for Burke believed “that ... universal 
representation … was only an illusion from which no solid benefit would ever result”.112  
Burke’s opus prompted Thomas Paine to pen a response in the vernacular, Rights of Man, 
and “its impact in Britain was sensational … [but in contrast to Burke] brought him [Paine] 
suffering for he was shadowed constantly by propaganda, gossip and government 
agents”.113  Pitt’s government feared the political consequences of Paine’s work for it had 
broken open the concept of rights; in Paine’s judgment rights belong to everyone not only 
the elite.  It was a vivid demonstration of the power of the written word as it “was read 
aloud and talked about to the illiterate on an unheard-of scale.”114  Artisans and working 
people were desirous of a more equitable system and understood Paine’s political and 
moral philosophy equally as well as the better educated, more prosperous entrepreneurial 
class to which Perry belonged.  The unfolding struggle in France, itself a moral, social and 
political issue grounded in inequality, galvanised the Pitt government’s concern to maintain 
a social framework that was coming under siege as the British population struggled to 
reconcile two opposing forces – reform or ‘King and country’ loyalism. 
 
2.1  The Establishment of The Argus  
 
 
The Argus115 came into being at the height of the tumult over the Regency Bill, just prior to 
the official announcement on 10 March, 1789 of the King’s tenuous recovery from what is 
                                       
111  John Keane, Tom Paine: a Political Life (London: Bloomsbury, 1995), 288. 
112  J.H. Plumb, England in the Eighteenth Century (1714-1815) (Middlesex: Penguin Books Ltd., 1950), 189. 
113  Keane, Tom Paine, 306. 
114  Ibid, 308. 
115  Perry published The Argus (newspaper) that became The Argus of the Constitution then lastly The Argus of the People from 1789 
to 1792, The Argus or General Observer: A Political Miscellany (a periodic political register) while in Newgate in 1796 and possibly 
The Argus when he fled to Paris in 1793.  Biographers confuse The Argus newspaper with The Argus or General Observer so in 
this dissertation the second will be referred to as the Miscellany. 
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thought now to have been porphyria (or manic depression) and with Pitt heading for a 
general election.  The Argus may not have been Perry’s first foray into the newspaper 
business, for there is a hint that he may have had an interest in a prior newspaper.116 A 
firsthand account of The Argus’ establishment has survived, recorded by Alexander 
Stephens117 who attended the meeting at Perry’s house in Argyle Street in 1789.  Among 
those in attendance were John Turner, brother to Sir George Page Turner, Thomas 
Twistleton, brother to Lord Saye and Sele, and Sir Harry Tempest118 all associated with 
the Twistleton / Fiennes family as well as other interested parties.  The editorship, wrote 
Stephens, was “assigned to the largest sharer in the work, Captain Sampson Perry” and 
commenced publication on 7 March 1789, firstly from 80 St James Street and then at 5 
Catherine Street, Strand, an area long associated with printing and a property for which 
Perry was rated.119  Perry claimed to have spent ₤4,000120 on The Argus’ establishment, 
so he probably purchased the lease on 5 Catherine Street along with printing presses and 
a shop for the sale of newspapers. On the basis of accumulating evidence and given his 
sole proprietorship by 1790, it made Perry a powerful player in the newspaper industry.  
 
The Argus was destined initially, wrote Stephens, to be “the voice of the ‘Neutral Squad’ – 
a group of peers and commoners who were not attached to, or approving of, the current 
ministry and was headed by Lord Hawke”.121 Stephens may be referring to the “Armed 
Neutrality group lead by the Duke of Northumberland and consisted of about twenty peers 
and thirty MPs who wanted Pitt to continue in office but they opposed his policy of 
restrictions on the power of the prince as regent”.122  According to Werkmeister, The Argus 
was “supposed to have been anomalous”,123 that is, not attached to any particular political 
party, an unusual descriptor for a newspaper in those turbulent days, but, given Perry’s 
stubborn streak of independence, there may be some basis to this assertion.  Penelope 
                                       
116  Lloyd’s Evening Post 23/2/1791 in the Law Report The King against Perry - “Richard Barry produced three bonds from the Stamp 
Office in which the Defendant [Perry] engaged as proprietor to pay the duties; the first dated Sept 15, 1787, the second Dec 22, 
1789, and the third 1 Dec 1790”.  As the Stamp Duty records for 1787 have not been accessed, it has to be supposed that Perry 
was involved with another paper prior to The Argus.  The establishment of The Argus was not until 1789. 
117  Stephens, Captain Perry and The Argus, 426-427.   Stephens was a friend and biographer of John Horne Tooke.  
118  Stephens, Captain Perry and The Argus, 426-427. 
119  Treasury Solicitor’s Papers TS 11/41/150 – Rex v. Perry (1791) Part 4. – Brief for the Prosecution, Nootka Sound, 3. The National 
Archives, Kew. fo. 13. Evidence was given in Perry’s Nootka Sound libel trial “that the proprietor of the Argus is rated for this house 
in Catherine Street where the paper is published….”    
120  Perry, The Particulars of S. Perry’s Case, 1: 4.  Equivalences are difficult as the buying power of money varies. Direct equivalence 
would be ₤500.000. In buying power the amount would reach into the millions. 
121  Stephens, Captain Perry and The Argus, 426-427.  Lord Hawke was related to the Eardley-Twistleton, Lord Saye and Sele, direct 
descendent of Simeon Gideon, the financier to Government as well to Jane Austen through her mother Cassandra Leigh.   
122  Jeremy Black. George III America’s Last King. (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2006), 279.  Black writes that this group 
reflected, at moments of constitutional tension, a willingness in favour of conciliation, compromise and coalition. 
123  Werkmeister, The London Daily Press 1772-1792, 317. 
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Maitland, being asked for her opinion of the paper, admitted being “ill qualify’d for a critic 
… but as far as my poor judgment goes” offered up the following:    
the Paper, the Printing are excelling any, and the intelligence seems not at all inferior as 
to Quantity and to quality there is variety and entertainment but one objection have I to 
beg pardon for suggesting in respect of the Political Part – I think it favours the 
Opposition Party”124  
Her opinion attests that, from the outset, conservative readers would have viewed The 
Argus as not anomalous perhaps a better categorization of its political perspective was 
free-spirited.  In a letter that awaited Perry in Dieppe after he had fled London in late 1792, 
an unidentified writer stated that “by not making the Argus a party-paper, it was denounced 
by each side to the other”,125 which suggests that Perry had the funds, either his own or 
from an unknown source, to proceed independently which would make The Argus 
unpredictable, uncontrollable and politically threatening to Pitt’s government.  
 
Eighteenth century newspapers operated in a milieu of vindictive innuendo, corruption and 
veiled blackmail.  As already noted, Werkmeister, cited the issue of 11 April 1789 as 
evidence of The Argus as being “only another blackmailing sheet”126 but provided no 
supporting evidence.  Such a conclusion may have been, in part, as a result of Perry’s libel 
trials and the subsequent notoriety.  The subtext of these libel trials was political and 
requires close attention.  Most definitely, the government surveyed newspaper content and 
played each proprietor to its own political ends.  The Attic Miscellany’s editor caustically 
commented that “the blundering One-eyed Argus who lately peeped into the world and 
affected to see all things, without the capability of blinking at anything”,127 mocking The 
Argus’ claim to provide a level of intelligence to its readership equal to the vigilance of the 
mythological 100 eyed Argus.  The “blundering one-eyed Argus” was launched on its 
heroic, reformist trajectory that was to end with the Attorney-General putting “a slow but 
sure match introduced into its arsenal and has thereby blown up the whole printing office 
even to the very devil”.128     
 
                                       
124  Penelope Maitland letters to Charlotte West, March 16, 1789. Maitland-Perry MSS, Bodleian Library, University of Oxford. 
125  Perry, The Particulars of S. Perry’s Case, 1: 9. 
126  Werkmeister. The London Daily Press 1772-1792, 318. 
127  The Attic Miscellany or Characteristic Mirror of Men and Things including the Correspondents Museum, Vol. 1, (London: Bentley 
and Co., 1789). 
128  Stephens, Captain Perry and The Argus, 426-427.   
 38 
  
 
 
Another rendering of the establishment of The Argus came from W.A. Miles, a Treasury 
writer, who was of the opinion that The Argus had been “set up by the English Radicals at 
the instigation of Talleyrand.129  If possible it was more virulent than The Courier and it was 
widely distributed”.130  The question has to be posed as to the purpose of a London-based, 
French financed newspaper at a time of great political upheaval in Paris and when Perry’s 
political opinions favoured democracy and the French ideals of liberty, fraternity and 
equality.  Miles may have been playing on Perry’s well known French connections and 
sympathies to cast doubt upon The Argus’ patriotism, but these suspicions hint that Perry 
was known to Talleyrand and that he could be counted upon by the French to present a 
perspective on French political affairs contrary to that being presented in the London 
newspapers.  What the Pitt government found disturbing was The Argus’ wide distribution 
that enabled the dissemination of potentially destabilising political and social opinions 
throughout the entire British Isles.  
  
The funding of The Argus attracted on-going government speculation.  Miles offered no 
idea as to the purpose of the funds but he was in “no doubt of the fact [that money sourced 
from France funded The Argus] and wish it could be proved in Westminster Hall, and the 
purpose for which the money is paid.  This I know, that the personal attendance of the 
parties in Portman Square [the French Embassy] is constant”.131  The parties in question 
referred to Sampson Perry (The Argus) and James Perry (The Morning Chronicle) who, 
continued Miles, were in receipt “each of them [of] a large monthly allowance.”  
Werkmeister is of the opinion that Perry of the Morning Chronicle did not,132 but that “The 
Argus was quite another matter.  One can well believe that Sampson Perry was receiving 
a large monthly allowance from the French Government”133 but she offered no substantive 
evidence to back up her claim concerning Perry.  The amount hinted at was 10,000 livres 
per month, or approximately ₤420, which in today’s equivalence of approximately ₤54,000 
came to both Perrys.134  Surely forwarding such a large, regular amount of money from 
                                       
129  Tallyerand’s loyalty was notoriously fickle in such a time of political flux and he was not in the French Embassy in London until 
1792. 
130  A. Aspinall, Politics and the Press c1780-1850 (London: Home & Van Thal, 1949), 103. 
131  Aspinall, Politics and the Press, 208. Miles was sure that both Perrys were in receipt of payments.  
132  The Anti-Jacobin Review in 1798 wrote “that there should exist such MERCENARY TRAITORS AS TO RECEIVE THE WAGES 
OF REGICIDES AND ASSASSINS … and men of rank too, so base, so degenerate and so foolish as to give encouragement to 
their treasonable productions there is at least one newspaper of this description which is encouraged by men of rank and by 
members of the legislature….” The Anti-Jacobin Review and Magazine, July-December, 1798. (London: J. Whittle, 1799), 1: 8.  It 
could be surmised that the proprietor is alluding to James Perry and the Morning Chronicle as Sampson was in Newgate at that 
time and it would be easy to attack his reputation.   
133  Werkmeister, The London Daily Press 1772-1792, 367. 
134  Aspinall, Politics and the Press, 206.  Werkmeister also repeats this huge sum as being paid to both Perrys but the source of this 
information is unclear. The historical question is who supplied this information to Miles and what was the ultimate purpose for this 
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Paris across the Channel during this turbulent period would attract attention within and 
without the banking sector? Currency movements may have been beyond the scope of 
Pitt’s surveillance officers, but seemingly a new-found wealth was evident in Sampson 
Perry’s lifestyle.  Penelope Maitland commented in her letter of 1 October, 1789 on Perry’s 
increased affluence:  
what expence does he now seem to put himself to in the 3 establishments you mention 
– his carriages etc.!!! I am all astonishment as the year before you came home he 
express’d himself as determin’d on the strictest sense of economy and indeed oblig’d 
to it – the Argus must have outdone his most sanguine expectations.135   
To Maitland, and possibly Perry’s daughter Charlotte, the source of Perry’s monetary 
largesse is inexplicable eliciting comment, not only in the public but, in the political arena.    
 
Miles’ informant was possibly Chauvelin, a vain, inexperienced diplomat of dubious 
loyalties attached to the French Ambassador in Portman Square;  “I have had several hints 
at different times from Frenchmen in constant relation and intimacy with M. de Chauvelin 
and his family that the editors of the Morning Chronicle [James Perry] and of The Argus 
[Sampson Perry] have received considerable sums of money ….”136 If both men were 
suspected, admittedly by diplomatic gossip, of being in receipt of money from a foreign 
government, what were the French government’s expectations for this liberally bestowed 
money?  Supply of commercial intelligence through the cultivation of Perry’s government 
and business contacts,137 political “gossip”, spying for the French, information on the 
French libellists, promotion of civil disturbance – all is conjecture.   Alternatively, given that 
both Perrys were favouring reform, the money could fund an organisation of reform 
activities in England that would turn the amorphous mass of working people into a political 
force rather than a disparate “mob.”  It is doubtful that Talleyrand, a French aristocrat, 
would be interested in the aspirations of English “trade” class but he may have been 
interested in fomenting public turmoil.   
 
                                                                                                                               
money as it is a considerable sum.  Clarity around these questions will cast an interesting light on both Perry’s relationship with the 
government and why Sampson Perry was so feared by Pitt.  
135  Penelope’s comments do give credence to Miles’ allegations but caution must be exercised.  There may be another explanation to 
this sudden influx of money – settlement of his daughter’s dowry was on the tapis and may not have been paid but rather diverted. 
Perry did have three (leased?) properties – Argyle Street, 5 Catherine Street and Attimore Hall in Hertfordshire and a mews in 
Marlborough. Whatever the case, this statement casts doubt upon the assertion that Perry suffered from “economic marginality” 
which lead to his embracing “oppositional causes” – as discussed in the first chapter. 
136  Aspinall, Politics and the Press, 208. 
137  An analysis of the Nootka Sound libel case has revealed that Perry appeared to have connections with businesses involved in 
overseas trading notably to the West Indies. 
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Jeremy Black, in his discussion on eighteenth century British foreign policy, singles out 
James Perry of The Morning Chronicle with claims that “the revolutionary government 
placed high hopes on James Perry, owner-editor of The Morning Chronicle who had gone 
to Paris in 1791 in the capacity of a deputy of the English Revolution Society in order to 
send back reports that would give the paper the edge in its coverage of the Revolution”.138   
What constituted the French government’s “high hopes” Black omits to say but he does 
confirm a link between James Perry of The Morning Chronicle and the French diplomatic 
mission.  He omits to mention The Argus or Sampson Perry which is curious given the 
attention that the Pitt government was directing towards Sampson Perry.  James Perry 
could not have been unaware of Sampson Perry’s visits to the French embassy or the 
intent of those visits, yet it was Sampson Perry who came under suspicion by Pitt’s 
government not James – why?   Further historical research is needed in order to clarify 
this imbroglio.  
 
Another, as yet unexplored aspect of the funding of The Argus, may be that the funds were 
being channelled through John “Jew” King from unidentified sources such as the 
mercantile interests in the City.  Historians have identified King with The Argus’ 
proprietorship but no documents have been cited to confirm this connection.  The two 
original proprietors nominated on bonds dated 13 September and 22 December, 1789 
were Sampson Perry and Daniel Thorney Fewing (tea merchant) and William Justins as 
printer.139  A later bond dated 1 December 1790 identified John Powell as printer, William 
Adams as publisher and Sampson Perry as proprietor, not as stated in the Oxford 
Dictionary of National Biography and other sources which identify John King as an original 
proprietor.140  On current research, Perry and King were never officially joint proprietors as 
King’s name has not been found on any corroborating, or incriminating, documentation, 
and Stephens, who attended the establishment meeting in March 1789, does not mention 
King as being in attendance.  In fact there is doubt whether King was in England when the 
establishment meeting occurred so why does the King’s editorship/proprietorship of The 
Argus persist?  It is King’s notoriety as a money lender/broker along with his financial 
involvement with the reform movement that makes his shadowy association with The 
Argus an historical question worth considering. 
                                       
138  Jeremy Black, British Foreign Policy in an age of Revolution 1783-1793  (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1994), 358. 
139  This information is contained in the Prosecution Brief for the trial of Sampson Perry in 1791 for a libel regarding Nootka Sound.  TS 
11/41/150, – Brief for the Prosecution, Nootka Sound.  fo.11. The National Archives, Kew. 
140  Austin Gee, “Perry, Sampson (1747-1823),” Oxford Dictionary of National Biography (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2004). 
[http://www.oxforddnb.com/view/article/21998, accessed 1 Feb 2014]. 
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2.2 Pitt, Politics and the Newspapers   
Lucyle Werkmeister in The London Daily Press 1772 -1792 weaves a masterful exposé of 
the political machinations, nothing short of labyrinthine, as she details the political intrigues 
that enveloped Pitt and his government in a grim tussle over the control of the burgeoning 
newspaper industry.  Her scholarship in this area is unrivalled for its scope and depth.  Her 
rendering of Perry tribulations as a newspaperman and as the proprietor of The Argus 
from 1789 to 1792 is the most comprehensive and balanced to be found to date.  Her 
analysis of Perry, his political difficulties and subsequent legal tussles with the Pitt 
government is an intuitive study of the man and his times.  Where other texts predictably 
regurgitate eighteenth and early nineteenth century government propaganda of a 
scurrilous Argus, or Perry as a Grub Street pamphleteer, or a radical or a Jacobin which, in 
effect, strip Perry of any intellectual credibility and moral integrity, Werkmeister astutely 
avoids these simplistic labels.  She places Perry as a sole proprietor facing a formidable 
foe of almost unlimited power whose objective was to stymie the mobilisation of the 
disenfranchised by the reform movement.  A key criterion for success in this mobilisation 
was a newspaper, which had the capacity to give the movement much needed publicity 
and the democratic ideal a wider acceptability.  She outlines a rich context that has been 
invaluable for illuminating Perry’s contribution through The Argus to the reform movement 
but, frustratingly, a major flaw in her study is the lack of referencing to particular claims 
which she makes on Perry’s behalf that would be vital in elucidating his role during this 
turbulent period.  
 
Home Office documents confirm that, from the very first days of The Argus, Perry was in 
public confrontation with Pitt and his government.   Correspondence from Perry to the Pitt 
government concerning The Argus detail an aspect of his treatment by the government 
which, in Perry’s opinion, amounted to calumny. In August 1789, Perry had published an 
article entitled “Conspiracy,” which alleged that an assassination plot against the life of 
George III had been brought to his attention.  His warning had been, rightly or wrongly, 
ignored, and so Perry went public on the matter by swearing an affidavit to the Lord Mayor 
of London concerning the veracity of the information he had received.  “I find I cannot – 
must not go out of town till the impressions unfavourable to my own character are 
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removed,” he wrote to the Home Office.141 Government archives reveal that there indeed 
may have been a plot142 but it is beyond the scope of this thesis to detail how the 
government handled the case, other than to state it exhibited an off-handed attitude 
towards Perry and his assertions.  What is worthy of comment is Evan Nepean’s143 
handwritten margin note on a copy of The Argus from the Home Office archives stating “I 
cannot conceive how he obtained this information”.144 Its ambiguity is tantalising: Nepean 
does not cast doubt on the “intelligence” but seems to be querying the “leak”.  Did Perry 
foil a government initiated “alarm”?  The source of the conspiracy plot was a Captain 
Williamson, who may have had connections with another newspaper.  Acknowledgement 
of the information by the government would have given Perry and his newspaper national 
recognition and public credibility.  Information for The Argus came from surprising sources 
including Maitland, who wrote to Charlotte begging discretion with regard to the content of 
her letters for fear of exposure: “remember my belov’d Charlotte not to transmit anything 
out of my letters to the Paper [The Argus] as it must betray from whence it came; a 
Minister too was my author for this little history and would not be pleas’d to have it made 
public probably.”145  One can only speculate why Maitland put such detail into her letters if 
she did not want such information known. 
 
Government surveillance of Perry started early in his proprietorship of The Argus. 
Ehrman’s biography of Pitt alleges that Perry and an unnamed associate were under 
surveillance in 1789.146  Home Office surveillance records note Perry’s movements for a 
short period commencing October 19, 1790,147 corresponding to the time when The Argus 
was about to publish its expose on alleged stock-jobbing by Pitt and several ministers who, 
it claimed, had withheld crucial information from ‘Change Alley [stock exchange] 
concerning the signing of a Convention on Nootka Sound.  Analysis of Perry’s 1790 
surveillance papers reveals little to raise the political ire, for only a fevered imagination 
could interpret Perry’s movements as revolutionary or posing as a threat to the State.  He 
went to the Argyle Arms, a public house next to his home, to 12 Weymouth Street, 
                                       
141  Home Office Papers HO 14/15, fo. 3. The National Archives, Kew.  
142  The government archives show that there was an investigation into the matter, The Regal Rambler refers to Weymouth where the 
plot was to be hatched and “the virtuous father of his people remained invulnerable to all the machinations of his enemies.”  
Thomas Hastings, The Regal Rambler; or Eccentrical Adventures of the Devil in London with their Manoeuvres of his Ministers 
towards the close of the Eighteenth Century. (London: H. D. Symonds,1793), 28. 
143  An Under Secretary of the Treasury who was to receive a generous pension from the Pitt government. 
144  The Argus, “Further Account of the Conspiracy”, August 20, 1789, contained in HO 42/15 fo. 7. The National Archives, Kew.   
145  Penelope Maitland to Charlotte West. February 20, 1791. Maitland-Perry MSS. Bodleian Library, Oxford. 
146  John Ehrman, The Younger Pitt: the Years of Acclaim (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1969), 2: 137.  Ehrman supplies no 
further evidence for this claim but it is likely to have come from government spy papers.  
147   Home Office Papers HO 14/17/81, fo. 158. The National Archives, Kew.  I was unable to cite these records.    
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Portland Place, which may be the residence of Captain Topham,148 a fellow newspaper 
proprietor, to the office of The Argus at 5-9 Catherine Street where Perry worked past 
eleven o’clock and also “where a great many gentlemen came to him every evening and 
also to his own house of a morning”.  Not one gentleman’s name was recorded by the 
“spy” who left his post at 11pm which begs the question as to why these names were of no 
interest to a government concerned that the State was being subverted.  It can only be 
supposed that a spy was already attending those nocturnal gatherings.  A spy may have 
been closer to home in the form of J. Powell the printer and this will be discussed below in 
relation to Perry’s House of Commons libel trial.  It is highly probable that there are 
additional surveillance papers, especially those relating to Thomas Paine, in the National 
Archives covering this period which may cast further light on Perry’s political activities and 
the response of the Pitt government to those activities.149    
 
Being the sole proprietor of a London newspaper (possibly the only sole proprietor in late 
1789 - 1790), Perry was moving from the fringes of the political debate to centre stage.  
From this politically dangerous but powerful position, he allowed some of the best satirical 
wits access to The Argus. The Argus, wrote Stephens, was “the rendezvous of all the 
partisans and literary guerrillas then in alliance against that system of government.”150  He 
credits The Argus as “perhaps the boldest in its opposition of any publication in any age.  
Persecution did not abate the devotion of its editor, but rather increased his zeal in the 
cause of democracy and reform.”151  In 1792, the newly formed reform organisation, the 
London Corresponding Society, had access:  
At a meeting in the house of the society’s secretary, Mr Adams, attended by Tooke, 
Sheridan, Barlow, Frost, Captain Perrey [sic.], an address for publication by the London 
Corresponding Society was read and highly approved, Horne Tooke, after signing the 
Address in Hardy’s name, gave it to Perry to publish in The Argus the following 
morning.152   
 
                                       
148  Captain Edward Topham was a contemporary of Perry and associated with the newspaper business.  On January 1, 1787 Topham 
and John Bell established The World; the political section was managed by Sheridan; Member of the Beefsteak Club, a man about 
town.  There was a Captain Topham in the Horse Guards at the time of the Gordon Riots in 1780. 
149  For example, Charles Ross to Evan Nepean 8 August, 1792, in TS 11/965/3510/A2, The National Archives, Kew.  “On Friday last 
Capt’n Perry (Editor of the Argus) was with P in his room for a considerable time.” Cited in Rogers, “Vectors of Revolution”, 135. 
150  Stephens, Captain Perry and The Argus, 426-427. 
151  Ibid., 426-427. 
152  G.S. Veitch, The Genesis of Parliamentary Reform, 205. 
 44 
  
 
 
Veitch claims that the publication of this manifesto led to the formation of many reform 
societies throughout England, causing Burke, no longer in favour of reform, “in one of his 
mad rants in the House of Commons,” to describe the London Corresponding Society as 
“the Mother of all Mischief.”  The press was more useful than meeting platforms in giving 
coverage to the reformist creed.  
 
These reformist partisans were, Werkmeister suggests, being carried along on a wave of 
“sheer animal excitement of playing such a desperate game at such desperate odds”153 
and included a clutch of sensational personalities of this period.  Thomas Paine, by now an 
international celebrity due to his political success in America, was “employed in writing 
those letters for The Argus which were afterwards distributed from the pamphleteer shops 
under the title of “Paine’s four letters on Government”154 and The Argus of the Constitution 
dated 17 March 1792 advertised the fourth edition of Paine’s Rights of Man.  Stephens 
recalls that it was “the pungent reasonings of Thomas Paine and the satirical epigrams of 
Robert Merry” that infused The Argus with oppositional vigour against the Pitt government. 
Merry, a gentleman by birth rejected his class by supporting the French Revolution and 
speaking “the furious and disgusting language”155 of the radical press.  “Of his [Robert 
Merry] satirical and witty epigrams published in The Argus under the signature of Tom 
Thorne it is equally needless to make mention”, wrote the Monthly Magazine.  “During the 
last months of that paper’s existence, it might be truly said a certain ROSE was never 
without a THORNE.  As a specimen of the keenness of our poet’s epigrammatic wit: 
ON ANOTHER SUBJECT 
When truth her rending scourge applies, 
the hirelings roar with streaming eyes; 
they crowd together and complain 
They cannot bear so GREAT A PAINE.”156 
 
The scandalous Junius, a sensation in the 1760’s, came out of retirement, donned “his 
armour of former days” and, in an article addressed “To the Brave people of England, 
                                       
153  Werkmeister, The London Daily Press 1772-1792, 377.  
154  David Rivers, Literary Memoirs of Living Authors of Great Britain, arranged according to an Alphabetical Catalogue of their Names; 
and including a List of their Works, with Occasional Opinions upon their Literary Character. (London: R. Faulder, New Bond Street,  
1798), 2: 102.  Paine wrote to Henry Dundas on June 6, 1792, then again from Calais on September 15, 1792.  He wrote to Lord 
Onslow on June 17, 1792 and to Onslow Cranley (Lord Onslow) on June 21,1792 and it is in this letter that Paine states “the letter 
has since appeared in The Argus….” 
155  Jon Mee, “Popular Radicalism and Print Culture” in M. Davis (Ed) Radicalism and Revolution in Britain 1775-1848, (London: 
Macmillan Press Ltd, 2000),  47. 
156  “Biographical Notice of Mr Robert Merry” in The Monthly Magazine or British Register, Part 1, From January to June 1799 incl., 
(London: R. Phillips, 1799), VII: 255. 
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Letter 1” in The Argus of the Constitution dated 16 March, 1792, lambasted the corrupt 
practices of Pitt’s government.  Junius’ reappearance must have sent a frisson de froid 
through Pitt’s aides as Letter 1 was indicative of more to come.  Such outrages against the 
government could not be tolerated so “Pitt’s government shut [it] down” wrote Jon Mee.  In 
reality, it was Pitt’s fixer, George Rose,157 who was directly responsible for the eventual 
demise of the radical Argus in the clampdown brought about by the popular success of 
cheap editions of Paine’s Rights of Man throughout 1792.”158  
 
ON A SHELTERED ROSE 
Humbly inscribed to the Secretaries of the Treasury 
The lightening flies, the whirlwind blows, 
But cannot hurt the shelter’d Rose 
The blushing flower no harm can hit, 
Because ‘tis shelter’s by a PITT159 
 
 Other notable contributors to The Argus included the politician/playwright R.B. Sheridan, 
Jonathon “Jew” King,160 Maurice Margarot,161 John Frost, and Horne Tooke who had 
received his political education as a lieutenant of Wilkes.   The suggestion by Werkmeister 
and McCalman that The Argus was one of the many blackmailing sheets being printed at 
this time needs detailed examination as a cursory overview of The Argus’ content has 
revealed that it was performing a substantial role in the promotion of a political and social 
reform agenda.   
 
The exact extent of the relationships existing among Paine, Perry, Frost, Horne Tooke and 
others has never been explored, much less acknowledged in historical narratives. The 
Regal Rambler, an apologue of 1793, has cast a most titillating insight into the 
relationships among these radicals and it merits some consideration.  Its author, Thomas 
Hastings, writes that Perry (“Captain Firebrand”) had an equally significant role as that of 
Horne Tooke, Paine and Frost with regard to reformist activities.  “Tommy [Paine] had 
                                       
157  George Rose was Pitt’s fixer and a Secretary to the Treasury from 1783 when Pitt was Chancellor of the Exchequer and as such 
was a powerful, influential man during this turbulent period and much hated. 
158  Jon Mee, “The Insidious Poison of Secret Influence”: A New Historical Context for Blake’s “Sick Rose,” Eighteenth-Century Life, 22, 
(1998), 111-122.  
159  Perry, The Argus or General Observer, 493. 
160  Iain McCalman, Radical Underworld: Prophets, Revolutionaries and Pornographers in London 1795-1840 (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1988), 38.  “King seems to have been at some levels a genuine radical or at least a genuine supporter of radicals. 
He lent them money, financed and supported their publications and sponsored periodicals which gave them employment and 
political publicity.”  Did the money come from King personally or was he a conduit? 
161  Veitch describes Margarot as “a man of brilliance and social intellectual gifts who was later to fall victim to the repressive policy of 
Pitt…he was not without faults of character.”  Veitch, The Genesis of Parliamentary Reform, 205. 
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many abettors in this hopeful enterprise…his great progenitor – Jack Straw [Frost]. This 
genius and one Captain Firebrand, a publisher composed a triumvirate…”162 suggesting, 
through this literary device, a close association among Paine, Perry and Frost, so much so 
that “Indeed it must be owned, he [Paine] requested Captain Firebrand [Perry] to correct 
the proofs [Rights of Man] but this military man having other work to perform….”163 
declined the task. Captain Firebrand (Perry) changed the masthead in honour of Paine’s 
The Rights of Man - “I took the hint subsequent to your publication: my paper is no more 
the Argus of the Constitution --- but of the people.”164  This reading seems plausible given 
Perry’s admiration for “the splendid talents of Mr. Paine.”165  Not to disappoint, the 
manuscript of Rights of Man Part Two “was carried to the font of Captain Firebrand where 
it was baptized by Parson Purley [Horne Tooke], Jack Straw [John Frost].”166  The public 
reception of the second part of Rights of Man as described by Hastings has been 
confirmed in Keane’s biography of Paine as “the brightest and most powerful political 
skyrocket in English history.”167  Hastings reiterates the public acclaim of Paine’s work 
where sections of the populace “heard it read with rapture” including “nymphs of the 
gate…, blacksmiths…, weavers…., pastry cooks…not only the small but also the great 
vulgar ….Lords and Princes were suddenly alarmed”.  Indeed they were.  Hastings’ 
historical veracity concerning the nature and extent of the relationships among these 
reformers may be questionable but, it is an evocative rendering of eighteenth century 
sentiments for political reform – “the feeble spark kindled by Tommy Tinder [Paine] now 
began to blaze and all the engines of the law were working to quench the furious flame.”168  
 
The influence of The Argus in its own right, be it real or imagined, is difficult to quantify as 
the extant copies are an incomplete record, but it is possible to analyse its influence in the 
cause of the reform movement from three perspectives. First, as Brown suggests, “public 
opinion was needed to bring pressure to bear upon the matter [of reform] so the people as 
a political factor needed to be created,”169 nurtured and sustained with information. As 
previously noted, Veitch claims that the publication in The Argus of an Address by the 
London Corresponding Society led to the formation of many reform societies throughout 
                                       
162  Hastings, The Regal Rambler, 31. 
163  Ibid, 34. 
164  Ibid., 38. 
165  Perry, The Argus or General Observer, 559. 
166  Hastings, The Regal Rambler, 41. 
167  Keane, Tom Paine, 327.  
168  Hastings, The Regal Rambler, 58. 
169  Brown, The French Revolution in English History, 15. 
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England, and Burke foresaw the powerful political potential that lay within the press to 
organise and influence the masses.170  Second, the dissemination of information, also 
noted previously, was critical to these political organizations and Perry already had a 
distribution network for his solvent171 that was sold through booksellers and other outlets 
throughout Britain, Ireland, France and America. This network would have been pressed 
into use for the rapid dissemination of radical tracts designed to foster the rise of public 
interest in reform ideology.  Distribution of printed material was considered by the 
government to be more dangerous than the act of publishing for, if the offending material 
lost its audience, its potency was diminished, but the rapid distribution of that material was 
quite another matter; it was akin, in the government’s mind, to the spreading of poison.  
Third, The Argus provided an outlet for the writings of the radical literati, a vehicle through 
which the voice of public discontent on a myriad of concerns, not the least of which was 
parliamentary reform, could be articulated.  As a counter, the government attempted to 
control the flow of information but such control could prove a double-edged sword. On the 
one hand the Government determined which newspapers received information for 
publication – Perry complained in a letter to the Home Office about what he considered the 
unbalanced flow of information from the government to other newspapers when The Argus 
was excluded – and on the other hand the government could issue a writ of libel if it 
deemed the published information was contrary to its interests.   
 
The potential of the press as demonstrated by these marginalised men was to prove 
instrumental in stoking the debate for reform but, as with any political movement, there 
was a counterforce. Some, such as Perry’s adversaries at The Times, were prepared to do 
the government’s bidding either willingly by dint of their own political beliefs or encouraged 
by the threat of government-initiated legal action, or for a sinecure from the Treasury.  The 
possibility of a lifetime government sinecure was a powerful inducement in an age without 
social security and where penury was just a false step away.  Vilification through the press 
was par for the course wrote John Wade in the 1820 The Black Book or Corruption 
Unmasked citing, as an example, the attacks on Thomas Paine who was maligned as a 
drunkard by Francis Oldys (pseudonym for George Chambers) writing at the behest of the 
government. Another scribbler, John Bowles, “began his career by writing a pamphlet 
                                       
170  Veitch, The Genesis of Parliamentary Reform, 205. 
171  By the second edition of the “Stone and Gravel,” the distribution network reached as far as the Midlands and was sold by 
“newspaper printers and others”; by the fifth edition (1778) the network had increased to include Dublin and Edinburgh. In “Further 
observations on the Stone..” dated 1789, the solvent had reached American shores. “… let him be informed that the Solvent is no 
stranger in that climate …. Colonel Hamilton of New York has taken the pains to have that part of America supplied with the 
Solvent.” 
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against Paine …. it procured Bowles a commissionership of bankrupts.”172  Such services 
to the Crown by “its adherents … is the lever by which it operates,” alleged Wade, in a 
blistering attack on government corruption.  For eulogising Pitt’s government, Walter of 
The Times secured a handsome “pension” of ₤600 to ₤700173 and for Mr. Heriot who 
conducted the rebadged The Argus which became The True Briton after it was seized by 
the government, a “pension,” euphemistically called a double commissionership of the 
lottery, amounting to ‘‘₤500-600 [which] was settled on him for life.”174  Pitt’s prostitution of 
the public purse for the purposes of political manipulation must have outraged the growing 
mercantile class who needed a civil service to be developed that was capable of 
administering to a growing empire.  
 
Despite Perry’s previous demonstrations of loyalty to King and Country, in the eyes of the 
Pitt government he was targeted now that he had taken a dissenting political path.  The 
supposition, already discussed, that Talleyrand / French government were contributing to 
the publication costs of The Argus in return for as yet unspecified objectives remains an 
enigma.  It may have been a baseless rumour but it obviously gained traction.  Perry 
appeared intent on informing his reading public of French occurrences that had not been 
filtered by a partisan British press and government and this perspective gained momentum 
when he commenced publishing The Argus or General Observer while he was imprisoned 
in Newgate six years later (1795-1801).  This publication was very anti-Pitt and highly 
likely to have been subsidised, if not funded, from French revolutionary sources for it is 
littered with articles disseminating Perry’s perspective on France and French politics at a 
time when Britain was at war with France.   As already noted, biographical data on Perry 
tends to confuse The Argus newspaper (1789-1792) with the later The Argus or General 
Observer (1795-1796) to the extent of bundling the content of both ventures together.  This 
confusion enabled contemporary biographers of Perry to magnify his attachments to 
France and give credibility to the government’s narrative of Perry as a traitor.  
 
2.3 Perry’s Libel Cases prior to the House of Commons Libel Case 
By October 1790, despite being  “ready for the Argus, it [the government] delayed its 
attack on that newspaper until Burke’s Reflections on the Revolution in France had come 
                                       
172  John Wade. The Black Book or Corruption Unmasked being an account of the Places, Pension and Sinecures (London: J. 
Fairburn, 1820), 43. 
173  Ibid., 43. 
174  Ibid., 43.  
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through the press.”175  Burke’s book was a vindication of Pitt’s belief that the country was 
in danger.  Werkmeister is of the opinion that Burke’s Reflections on the Revolution in 
France “would not have had the strong and lasting effect it did had it not been for William 
Pitt, who, by seeing to it that the country seemed to be in peril, constantly supplied the 
evidence upon which Burke’s arguments depended.”176  It was a political marriage made in 
heaven. Pitt had acquired a convert of such zeal that whatever was lacking in its scheme it 
could count on him [Burke] to supply. Burke, wrote Werkmeister, transmitted the alarm to 
Parliament in lieu of Pitt … terror became a substitute for fact.”177 Burke’s usefulness to 
Pitt’s government was recalled several years later in Perry’s General Observer:   
BURKE wishes all mankind to bleed 
Unless they will adopt his creed. 
If Kings displease him, then his cry 
Is, hurl them down! And Liberty! 
A pension makes him change his plan 
And loudly damm “THE RIGHTS OF MAN” 
Hopes that bastilles again may rise 
To punish all the good and wise 
And boldly pleads, without contrition 
For ignorance and superstition.178  
 
Eighteenth century newspapers were “primarily an arena for the waging of political 
wars”179 and Burke had been urging the Pitt government to have its own newspaper.  “The 
engines of the law” were indeed being stoked as it was the government’s intention “to 
seize a newspaper already in existence, one with some financial difficulties and with a 
single proprietor who was threatened with pillory and had published an atrocious libel”.180 
The Argus and its proprietor were set to be targeted as Perry, by his own admission, had 
made an enemy of the ruling elite for “descanting with freedom on the conduct of 
Ministers” making The Argus “inimical to the views of Ministers.”181   All that was needed 
was to generate trouble with the Stamp Office, a ploy utilized by the Pitt government to 
harass proprietors prior to initiating a libel case.     
 
                                       
175  Werkmeister, The London Daily Press 1772-1792, 335. 
176  Ibid., 344. 
177  Ibid., 328. 
178  Perry, The Argus or General Observer, 444. 
179  Ibid., 447. 
180  Ibid., 369.  The Pitt government had acquired The General Advertiser by similar methods in 1790. 
181  Perry, Oppression!!! The Appeal of Capt. Perry, 7. 
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Public hysteria was being primed with great gusto by the Treasury-supported papers and 
“in the midst of all this hysteria which had the effect of a second alarm an information [was] 
filed ex-officio on 5 November 1790182 by the Attorney General against Sampson Perry as 
proprietor of The Argus;”183 the basis for the libel being the accusation that government 
ministers had indulged in stock-jobbing.184  Ex-officio information was another intimidatory 
tactic for, as Goodwin observes, it “allowed the prosecution to dispense with grand juries, 
to try cases before hand picked juries and to keep the threat of proceedings hanging over 
the head of the accused for long periods.”185  This “threat” proved expensive for the 
accused as they awaited their day in court.   
 
The murky political seas buffeting those associated with The Argus heightened.  John 
Walter of The Times who had been imprisoned for calumniating the Royal family and 
whom “the Whigs had gone to considerable trouble to put into Newgate and were willing to 
go to a little more trouble to keep him there, had a libel brought against his paper The 
Times by John “Jew” King in early October, 1790.”186  King’s legal action elicited a 
retaliatory, government-sponsored, action by Walter and his son that procured Walter’s 
release from Newgate.187  Werkmeister outlines the chicanery that Pitt’s agents conducted 
during this period to sabotage The Argus, as the “government saw to it that both cases 
were tried in the same court on the same day,” i.e. 21 February, 1791.188  In other words, 
Perry as the proprietor of The Argus was on trial the same day as John “Jew” King, the 
alleged editor of The Argus was prosecuting Walter of The Times, with Thomas Erskine189 
defending the Walters and also defending Perry against the stock-jobbing libel.  Perry and 
Walter were convicted but in a blatant government move, Walter was liberated, awarded 
₤250 by the government with an additional ₤700 later to cover his legal expenses. The 
Times became, as a consequence of government manipulation of the legal system, a Pitt 
paper.   
                                       
182  See Appendix C: for an overview of the libel cases involving Perry, King and Walter. 
183  Werkmeister, The London Daily Press 1772-1792, 336.  Note that the date quoted is the actual date of publication of the libel. 
184  Security prices were sensitive to events which occurred abroad as in Nootka Sound.  The delay in advising the market correctly of 
what was happening allowed those with “inside information” to profit by that information and time delay. 
185  Albert Goodwin, The Friends of Liberty: the English Democratic Movement in the Age of the French Revolution  (Cambridge MA: 
Harvard University Press, 1979), 271. 
186  Werkmeister, The London Daily Press 1772-1792, 337.  
187  Walter had inserted a paragraph in The Times insinuating that John King had defrauded Mr Rice, a goldsmith.  King alleges that 
Walter admitted that he had inserted the paragraph because he (Walter) had received ₤3/3/- to do so and to have it contradicted 
King would have to pay him ₤5/5/-. King brought a libel against Walter. The Anti-Jacobin Review and Magazine, July-December, 
1798. The argument /allegations between King and Walter continued.  
188  Werkmeister, The London Daily Press 1772-1792, 339.   See also Appendix C for the chronology of Perry’s numerous libel cases.  
189  Described “as eloquent to jurors, terrible to witnesses and always unquenchable.” Brown, The French Revolution in English 
History, 127.  
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Perry was back in court on 15 June 1791 for a libel on the Walters as a result of The Argus 
accusing the Walters of accepting “puff money”.  Perry refused to apologise to the Walters 
claiming what had been said in The Argus was true.190 It was, after all a common practice.  
On June 16, 1791, Perry was indicted for a libel on Lady Fitzgibbon and on July 9, 1791 
appeared in court to receive sentencing for both actions resulting in a custodial sentence 
of one year and fines totalling ₤200.  The sentencing for Perry’s Nootka Sound libel trial 
which took place in February 1791, was not handed down until 23 November, 1791 and 
incurred a fine of ₤100 and no custodial sentence.  On, or just before his release, 10 July, 
1792 Perry was indicted for another libel and this time the libel was on the House of 
Commons.  
 
The Government-initiated libel cases do not seem to have cramped Perry’s style; 
Stephens acknowledged as much.  By the beginning of 1792, The Argus of the 
Constitution was a vehicle not only for expressing dissatisfaction with, but attacking, 
sometimes quite savagely, injustice within eighteenth century life.  Perry may have 
realised that his time as a newspaper proprietor was coming to a rapid conclusion for he 
seemed to throw caution to the wind.  In The Argus of the Constitution, Issue 946, dated 
17 March, 1792, several controversies present themselves – a letter to the Editor 
consuming a whole column, devoted to a disgruntled claimant on the American Loyalist 
Fund who believed he and his family had been duped out of compensation due to 
government maladministration.  Next, the Blue Stocking Society was ridiculed for its 
literary pretensions.  In the editor’s opinion, it “is now become more contemptible than ever 
by an officiation of illiterate Literati, stale old Maids and antiquated beaux”.  Perry then 
swung his attention to the government and Pitt was attacked for opposing the Act of 
Insolvency, which sought redress for debtors imprisoned indefinitely with no possibility of 
earning money,191 then Fox’s Libel Bill, “under the pretence that a measure which 
materially affects the present system of law ought to be referred to the Judges to examine 
the report,” by which professional manoeuvre, counters The Argus, “it will be got rid of for 
this year and perhaps forever.  Does not such a conduct,” trumpeted The Argus, “show 
                                       
190  The Anti-Jacobin Review stated as its belief that “the receipt of money either for the attack of a private character, or for admitting 
the justification of a character so attacked, is one of the most heinous offences that can possibly be committed against society.  It 
involves the violation of a divine precept; the breach of a moral obligation and the contempt of a grand principle of civil justice.”  
The Anti-Jacobin Review and Magazine, July-December 1798, 646.  Perry’s refusal to apologise and the willingness of the Court to 
convict him demonstrates the arbitrary nature of justice at this time. 
191  Perry regarded imprisonment for debt as “opprobrium.” According to notes accompanying The Vicar of Wakefield text, Dr Johnson 
estimated that about 4,000 prisoners confined for debt died annually from starvation and other causes. 
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that the Law is above the constitution and that the Courts of Law control the Legislative 
Power?”   The paper also advertised the fourth edition of Paine’s Rights of Man Part II 
along with the seventh edition of Part 1.  In one edition, Perry, supposedly from his prison 
cell, had confronted or offended most of the politically influential sectors of society.  
 
Such audacious attacks displaying independence of thought and speech in The Argus 
would have irritated the upper class who envisaged their political and social activities as 
being outside the scope of their social inferiors to remark upon in so public a manner.  
Provoking so powerful a grouping would lead to retaliation and if, as claimed, The Argus 
was being circulated widely and its readership increasing the retaliation was swift.  From 
the perspective of Pitt and his government, the weapon of choice in squashing this attack 
upon the private preserve of the ruling elite would be a charge of libel. 
 
2.4 Summary 
 “There was” writes Jon Mee “no level cultural playing field on which Paine’s supporters 
could articulate their ideas – the theatre of politics was not an open one in the 1790s.  To 
articulate one’s ideas in the open could mean prosecution, harassment and bankruptcy.”192  
Such was the case with Perry as the barrage of government-initiated libel cases reached a 
crescendo prior to his House of Commons libel case.  Attempts at public debates about 
the principles of reform attracted derision; democracy was a pejorative word.  A sense of 
betrayal of one’s class seeps through eighteenth century attitudes towards reform.  Robert 
Merry (and no doubt Perry), was seen as “uniting with people far beneath his talents and 
quite unsuitable to his habits.”193  Merry’s overt association with radicals was viewed with 
great distaste for “he was a gentleman…but one who left aside his elite identity and gave 
himself up to the promiscuous circulation of popular radical texts.”194 The other dominant 
issue was that the world of politics was for the elite and not for public discussion by the 
lower orders; an opinion challenged by Paine, but upheld by Burke.  The cheap “popular 
radical literature now threatened to offer a different model of reading and the spectre of a 
readership ‘whose minds [in the opinion of the Attorney-General] cannot be supposed to 
be conversant with subjects of this sort.’”195    
                                       
192  Mee, “Popular Radicalism and Print Culture”, 45.  
193  Ibid., 47. 
194  Ibid., 45. 
195  Ibid., 49. 
 53 
  
 
 
 
In establishing The Argus and granting carte blanche to key radical literary figures of the 
reformist movement, Perry was prodding a hornet’s nest, yet he persisted. Stephens’ first 
hand observations that Perry was not deterred by the threat of government persecution but 
was energised by the prospect, begs the question as to whether Perry believed himself 
protected in this faux duel against Pitt.   
 
Through its short history of just four years, The Argus and its proprietor were the target of 
numerous and costly government initiated libel cases – by Walter of The Times, the 
Nootka Sound libel, and Fitzgibbon libel, culminating in yet another government initiated 
libel on the House of Commons which was to trigger the eventual demise of The Argus, 
Perry’s “orphaned Hercules.”  The consequences awaiting Perry were an “enforced 
descent into obscurity and the loss of livelihood [which] have always been powerful tools 
against radicals”.196    
  
                                       
196  Seabrook, “British Radicals,” 84.   
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3 The House of Commons Libel Case 
 
“Before we speak of the nature of any government whatever, it is necessary to fix our ideas upon 
the natural Rights of Man; rights essential and imprescriptible, because they constitute our very 
species: Rights undoubtedly inalienable, because no species can cease to be itself, or what it is, 
without ceasing to exist.”   Sampson Perry, 1797197 
 
Sentiments expressed in private correspondence as distinct from the confrontational public 
sphere of newspapers offer a more candid character assessment by the writer than that 
revealed publically.  Matthew Davenport Hill whose description of Perry has been noted, 
continued his cameo of this “old patriot” - “He was imprisoned by our Government during 
the suspension of the Habeas Corpus Act for seven years on account of what they were 
pleased to call a libel in the Argus, a paper of which he was the proprietor and 
conductor.”198  Hill’s observations confirm several facts about Perry’s reputation in 1819; 
he was a public figure, had been a friend of Thomas Paine thereby confirming Perry’s 
radical credentials, an author and, in Hill’s opinion, a persecuted man who was imprisoned 
arbitrarily, by Pitt’s government, on a trumped up charge of having published a supposed 
libel.  Hill’s assessment of Perry as the patriot echoes the opinions held by reformers and 
dissenters who were politically excluded; to them patriotism was equated to an assault on 
privilege, on corruption, and on an outmoded system of government that needed to be 
reformed.  Doubts cast in the social and political arena on Perry’s loyalty to King and 
Country were to play a key factor in his political treatment during the suzerainty of Pitt and 
his government.  Hill judged Perry’s political activities in England prior to, and during, the 
French Revolution as patriotic, in keeping with his own views of political reform, not as a 
phantasm but, as a necessity grounded in the reality of the changing social and 
commercial nature of society.   
 
This chapter will explore the politically motivated circumstances that enveloped Perry’s 
House of Commons libel case.  It will demonstrate that the conduct of the case itself was 
overlaid by systematic government persecution aimed at hounding him from the country 
never to return.  Was the case based, as Hill stated, “on account of what they were 
pleased to call a libel”?  A cursory review of Pitt’s political manoeuvres in the mid 1780’s 
                                       
197  Sampson Perry, The Origin of Government Compatible with and Founded on the Rights of Man with a few words on the 
constitutional object of the Corresponding Society: the whole addressed to the common sense of every Englishman. (London: J.S. 
Jordan, 1797), 11. 
198  Hill, The Recorder of Birmingham, 22. 
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regarding parliamentary reform will confirm that he was cognisant of, and had 
acknowledged in Parliament, the necessity for change but had failed to secure the 
necessary support of the Commons.  Perry had repeated through his newspaper the 
sentiment expressed by Pitt that Parliament needed reform, but with the sequitur that, as 
parliamentary representation was not a true reflection of the will of the people, neither 
were the laws that Parliament enacted.  That opinion challenged the legitimacy of 
Parliament and the laws it enacted so he was subjected to another government-initiated 
libel.  
 
Perry’s libel case was not an isolated and unique case.  From 1783 onwards, but 
especially throughout the 1790’s, the government of William Pitt was applying the law of 
high treason to prosecute reform campaigners whose actions, in their defence, were never 
secretive but entirely public. Publishing their tracts, advertising their activities, their 
proceedings and resultant resolutions, the reformers made it easy for Pitt’s government to 
monitor their political intentions.  Being overt did not protect reformers from the inference 
that their objective was to subvert the State but were reform initiatives a subversion of the 
State or a challenge to the socio / economic dominance of a ruling elite?  Any variance 
from the prevailing political status quo would, by its very nature, attract a charge of 
subversion from government.  Government repression to stymie parliamentary reform 
came in many forms and a key part of its repressive arsenal was libel.  Writers, publishers 
and vendors of literature were menaced not only by constant surveillance but also by the 
arbitrary, but not entirely random, nature in which Pitt’s government chose to apportion the 
intent of an author’s work irrespective of truth and that was the rub.  
BOB TO BILL 
ON A LATE TRIAL FOR A LIBEL 
Prithee, BILL, before you write 
Consult some learned sybil, 
The law’s a terrifying sprite, 
And dubs a truth a libel. 
 
To publish truth, you say again, 
Can that be call’d a foible? 
Why, yes, I tell you, very plain, 
A true bill is a LIE-BILL.199 
                                       
199  Perry, The Argus or General Observer, 277.  (Authorship of the squib is unknown, possibly Robert Merry) 
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“Eighteenth century libels came in differing shapes and sizes and ranged from rapier-
edged, witty and sophisticated styles of defamation – a parlour game for the knowing in 
high society – to the venal and vulgar bludgeons of Grub Street.”200  The eighteenth 
century legal definition of seditious libel and blasphemy was according to Harling “any form 
of printed matter whose content had a tendency to provoke a breach of the peace… for 
what it meant in practice in this era was any form of printed matter that the government 
chose to prosecute and whose content it could convince a jury had a tendency to provoke 
a breach of the peace”.201  Perry’s definition of libel was “telling the truth of it and therefore 
exposing its [the government’s] defects to every man’s understanding.  What is sedition? 
Why, exciting dislike to the Government as it exists at present.”202  There was no arena in 
which a subject of the Kingdom could contest the status quo for “to complain of 
government is to be seditious”203 according to Perry.   What was needed was freedom of 
the press allowing exposure of chicanery within government.   
 
Public accountability was not only a foreign concept, but was also resented by the 
eighteenth century political elites and did not become part of parliamentary process for 
another century.  In matters of disputation, convention and common sense dictates that, 
for justice to be done, the truth must be told.  With regard to eighteenth century libel, truth 
was not the issue, it was immaterial.  The crux of any libel case was the maintenance of 
the King’s Peace, i.e. a peaceful realm which allowed the action of government and its 
ministers, as the King’s representative, to go unchallenged.  Perry asked his readers – “will 
you be induced to reform its abuses without first feeling a dislike thereto?”204  His 
argument was that, unless the citizen has been informed of the abuses and is aggrieved 
by those abuses, then they will not be motivated to seek redress against the abuse. 
Political reform meant that the citizenry needed to be better informed of suspected abuses 
then, and only then, would they comprehend why change mattered.  To inform the public 
of abuse meant liberty of the press to publish free of interference from government.  
                                       
200  Lyn Hunt, “A Touchy Lot,” The London Review of Books. (11 March, 2010), 10.  (Reviewing The Devil in the Holy Water or the Art 
of Slander from Louis XIV to Napoleon, Robert Darnton, and Policing Public Opinion in the French Revolution: The Culture of 
Calumny and the Problem of Free Speech, Charles Walton.) 
201  Phillip Harling, “The Law of Libel and the Limits of Repression, 1790-1832,” The Historical Journal, No. 1, (March 2001), 44: 110. 
202  Perry, Oppression!!! The Appeal of Captain Perry, 7. 
203  Ibid., 7. 
204  Ibid., 7. 
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The circumstances as to how Perry “alarmed” the State demonstrates the prevailing 
political climate existing in late eighteenth century Britain.  Jon Mee’s article on Robert 
Merry (renowned for penning fabulous epigrams and squibs for The Argus) states that “Pitt 
was exposed as a fraud in The Argus.”205  Mee does not elaborate but an educated 
inference would be that, yet again, Pitt was accused of stock-jobbing through his use of 
privileged government information – this time in The Argus which landed Perry in court on 
a government-initiated libel charge; a repeat of the Almon case.  Allegations against Pitt by 
John Almon206 had been published in the General Advertiser on October 20, 1785 – “his 
Majesty’s ministers have made more by jobbing in the alley upon the Dutch peace than 
any cabinet junto ever did.  Mr Pitt cleared above ₤150,000.  This is the gentleman that 
lamented so much the mischiefs of lottery gambling, – Credat Judeas.”207  Almon’s 
defence counsel in the resulting libel case was the eloquently persuasive Erskine who, 
when addressing the jury, asked astutely “Why good God gentlemen, do you sit there to 
sacrifice one man to another’s resentment?”208  The legal argument rested on honour 
rather than establishing the truth of the allegation; a feature that was repeated in Perry’s 
numerous libel cases.  Erskine’s point was that the evidence pointed to Pitt’s guilt of stock-
jobbing but that Almon, Pitt’s social inferior, was to be sacrificed in order to redeem Pitt’s 
honour.  The evidence was immaterial, the defendant was of higher status and the special 
jury, well aware of their social responsibilities, closed ranks against Almon as they did in 
Perry’s later libel cases.  Calumniating another individual, whether personal or political, did 
not flow from a lower social class upwards without attracting retribution.   
 
John Almon, the printer, but not the owner, of The General Advertiser and a contemporary 
of Perry, made the following observations on the punitive arbitrary nature of the eighteenth 
century justice system which he believed “changes with the seasons.”209  From Almon’s 
perspective “these prosecutions for libels most commonly, if not always, originate in the 
                                       
205  Jon Mee, “The Magician No Conjuror: Robert Merry and the Political Alchemy of the 1790’s,” Unrespectable Radicals? Popular 
Politics in the Age of Reform. Ed. Michael T. Davis, Michael and Paul A. Pickering, (Aldershot: Ashgate, 2008), 47. 
206  Perry was charged with a libel on Government ministers for accusing them of stock-jobbing by withholding information concerning 
a Spanish resolution regarding Nootka Sound. 
207  Full quote is “credat judaeus Apella non ego” or “let the Jew Apella believe that, for I don’t” (i.e. tell it to someone else, not me.)  
208  Brought by Rt. Hon. William Pitt against John Almon on February 20, 1786 concerning an article published in the General 
Advertiser of October 20, 1785 claiming Pitt and others made ₤150,000 from stock-jobbing – a staggering sum of money for that 
time. 
209  John Almon, Memoirs of a late Eminent Bookseller of Piccadilly (London: Garland Publishing,1790).  Almon claimed he had the 
protection and patronage of the Pitt and Grenville families. 
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resentments of a party.  They are not commenced for the satisfaction of justice, but for the 
gratification of revenge;”210 just as Erskine had suggested.  Almon continues:  
The criminality has been determined, and the jury are called only to decide the identity.  
This is called the Law.  And a man is sentenced to endure a long imprisonment, and to 
pay a heavy fine and perhaps to the ignominy of the pillory for having printed some silly 
paragraph which no man would have remembered the next day.211  
 
For publishers such as Perry, the arbitrary nature of ex-officio “informations” gave the legal 
advantage to the Government in that it “controlled the prosecution at every step”212 leaving 
the accused in a financial and psychological limbo.  Almon raged against them in The 
General Advertiser of November 18, 1788.  “Informations ex officio have always been 
odious and their legality is more than doubted ….  All the books agree that the practice of 
filing them is a manifest violation of the rights of the subject.  They are a relique of the 
Court of Star Chamber and ought to have been abolished with that Court .…  There have 
been more informations against libels in the reign of George the Third than during the 
reign of any of his predecessors.  From the accession in 1760 to the year 1790 the number 
of informations against Printers and booksellers is incredible”213 providing evidence of its 
being a formidable instrument of harassment.  What happened “depended entirely upon 
the pleasure of the government which in turn depended upon the behaviour of the indictee.  
If he was willing to come to terms, the Attorney-General forgot to bring him to trial; or if he 
was willing to come to terms after trial the Attorney-General forgot to bring him in for 
sentencing.”214  The substantial increase in filing such informations by the government 
during the period between 1790 and 1800 was in direct response to the growing influence 
of the reform movement posing a threat to the State, but also of the press, and the 
government’s fervent desire for control over both entities.   
  
By these means, Pitt’s government made any challenge by the individual a costly business 
– both financially and psychologically. The charge of libel was designed to deter any 
further political action and was very powerful in focusing an individual’s thoughts on their 
own vulnerability.   Sustained government opposition required access to substantial 
                                       
210  Ibid., 144.  Italics in the original. 
211  Ibid., 145. 
212  Werkmeister, The London Daily Press 1772-1792, 318. 
213  Almon, Memoirs of a late Eminent Bookseller of Piccadilly, 139. 
214  Werkmeister, The London Daily Press 1772-1792, 319. 
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financial resources, either of one’s own or support from elsewhere, as well as the 
psychological strength to withstand not only the harassment, but the continued uncertainty.  
The government’s range of tactics included magnifying the threats to the State, which 
Perry mocked as “the alarmists to make what use they pleased of the alarmed”.215 The 
intimidatory use of ex-officio information and the delaying tactics between laying the 
charges and the actual trial and sentencing exposed innocent men and their families to 
financial ruin from their inability to work.  The selection of random pieces of writings that 
Treasury deemed libellous or seditious was another tactic against which the accused had 
no defence.  Treasury might also create trouble with the Stamp Office to prevent 
publication of newspapers, or ultimately to force closure of printing presses. Either way, 
the accused had no defence.  Ministerial newspapers allied to, and financially supported 
by, the Treasury weighed into the fray through invectives directed at opposing newspapers 
and their proprietors.  Finally, as happened in Perry’s case, the protagonist could be 
pressured to withdraw from the country thereby avoiding unwanted publicity associated 
with such trials and affording the government the higher moral ground from which it could 
outlaw the protagonist.  Rather than be convicted on one charge of libel, as happened in 
Perry’s case, a further more devastating charge of outlawry was added that was extremely 
costly and difficult to overturn.   
  
In the period 1780 to 1793 there were numerous government-initiated libels on the House 
of Commons against those who had become an annoyance, but the outcomes were 
varied.216  Examples include Almon, who “wrote a most atrocious paragraph against the 
whole family on the throne [yet] escapes without being brought to judgment.”217  Bostock, 
printer of The World, “was indicted ex-officio for having published a libel on The House of 
Commons as an investigative body”218 but was never tried and continued his abuse in the 
paper. Perryman, printer of The Morning Herald, had been indicted as the result of 
publishing a paragraph condemning Sir Elijah Impey. In this case, according to 
Werkmeister, the government “was compelled to settle for the printer, the conductor’s 
name not appearing in the colophons even though the government knew the paper was 
                                       
215  Perry, The Particulars of S. Perry’s Case, 1: 4. 
216  Perryman of The Morning Herald, February 6, 1788, for a Libel on the House of Commons charging them with corruption; Robert 
Bostock, ex officio printer of The World, June 10, 1789; Stockdale for an ex officio libel on the House of Commons The Whitehall 
Evening Post, January 16, 1790. 
217  Werkmeister, The London Daily Press 1789-1792, 325.  Letter to Bland Burges from John Walter of The Times who was 
incarcerated in Newgate.  Walter was indignant at being in “this vile receptacle” because he listened to the advice of his attorney.  
Walter was not the author of the libel for which he was charged, rather Heriot, a Treasury hack who was later to take over The 
Argus in its new guise as True Briton.    
218  Ibid., 327. 
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owned and conducted by Rev. Henry Bate Dudley … it could not produce the proof”219 or it 
did not want to pursue a conviction.  As will be discussed, the evidence produced in the 
government’s case against Perry was similar as his name did not appear on the colophon 
but the government did not settle for Powell, The Argus’ printer.  
 
Perry was certainly not unique in being charged with a libel on the House of Commons, but 
the relentless government pursuit of him with multiple libel cases and the subsequent legal 
severity appears unique to his case.  The outcome of such cases, in the main, was a fait 
accompli for it was a Government-managed affair from start to finish – a special jury was 
virtually directed by the Chief Justice to deliver the government’s desired verdict.  Juries 
did not always deliver the verdicts desired by the government, as exemplified in the 
famous 1794 State Trial for High Treason of Thomas Hardy and others, because, wrote 
Trevelyan, “Pitt had outraged the English sense of fair play … and [the jury] reminded the 
government that the methods of Robespierre were not wanted over here”.220  The case 
collapsed making Pitt’s government look foolish. Harling’s opinion “that Crown Lawyers 
had too much difficulty convincing juries that what they called libels were indeed 
libellous”221 does not equate in Perry’s numerous libel cases as the special jury wasted no 
time in finding Perry guilty despite the reported lack of convincing evidence.  
 
3.1 The Libel 
“Before my time of imprisonment in the Kings Bench had expired, I was served with the 
copy of an information filed by the Attorney-General”222 the objective of which was to “force 
me from its [England’s] bosom.”223   Under no allusion as to the Pitt government’s intent, 
Perry failed to realise just how savage it meant to be.  The text in The Argus of the 
Constitution224 which drew the ire of the Pitt government was as follows:  
 
While it is acknowledged by all parties that the present House of Commons is not 
composed of the real Representatives of the People does it not follow that the subjects of 
                                       
219  Ibid., 320.  I find this statement by Werkmeister of interest. Perry’s name did not appear on The Argus, however a way was found 
to incriminate him 
220  Trevelyan, A Shortened History of England, 413. 
221  Harling, “The Law of Libel and the Limits of Repression, 1790-1832,” 107-134.  Harling’s Table of Informations and indictments for 
seditious libel and blasphemy appears erroneous.  Perry’s numerous seditious libels brought against him in 1790-91 seem not be 
have been counted. 
222  Perry, The Particulars of S. Perry’s Case, 1: 7. 
223  Ibid., 1: 3. 
224  The London Chronicle for December 8-11, 1792 identifies the libel as being published in The Argus of the People. 
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this state deserve the admiration rather than the abuse of Ministers for submitting 
peaceably to laws which in the strict sense of the word cannot be called legitimate if not 
enacted by their own consent.225 
 
What interpretation an eighteenth-century newspaper reader would place on the offending 
paragraph is, of course, a matter for conjecture. Despite parliamentary reform being 
acknowledged by many as necessary, it was a divisive issue.  On the 21 May, 1792, the 
Royal Proclamation preventing Seditious Writings and Publications Act was passed.  The 
passage of this bill was followed by the Attorney-General Sir Archibald MacDonald serving 
an ex-officio information against Perry while he was serving out sequential sentences for 
previous libel convictions with accompanying fines of ₤300 in the King’s Bench prison. 
 
Legal controversy was to swirl around this libel case well into the nineteenth century.  In 
1793, Richard Sheridan (politician and playwright) told the House of Commons that “the 
other [Perry] was charged only with having printed in The Argus what the Chancellor of the 
Exchequer [Pitt] had himself delivered in a speech upon the subject of parliamentary 
reform.”  Pitt had acknowledged that the House of Commons226 was not “composed of the 
real representatives” and had delivered several speeches on parliamentary reform from 
1782 to 1785 in response to the petitions for reform to the House.  On one occasion “the 
gallery was full before twelve o’clock and yet the business which attracted the public did 
not begin until 4.15pm”227 such was the interest.  The numerous petitions228 to the House 
“praying for a reformation in the representation of the people in parliament”229 came from 
freeholders in the county of Kent, the City of London, householders of the Tower Hamlets 
and the electors of Westminster, augmenting many other petitions on the same subject 
which had been presented “during the preceding month”.   
 
The upper class was divided on the issue, no doubt depending on where their economic 
interests were to be found.  In the opinion of Sir George Saville the “House might as well 
call itself the representative of France as of the people of England”230 such was the 
distortion in representation.  Lord North, on the other hand, envisaged reform as “a 
                                       
225  Perry, The Particulars of S. Perry’s Case, 1: 7.  This quotation is from the Prosecution Brief, and not that published in The Argus.   
226  Pitt’s alleged support for Parliamentary reform is evidenced in his Parliamentary speeches of May 7, 1782, May 7, 1783 and  April 
18, 1785.  
227  Fifteenth Parliament of Great Britain: Third session (5 December 1782 – 16 July 1783), May 7, 1783, 688. 
228  Veitch, The Genesis of Parliamentary Reform, 92. states that the House of Commons was “bombarded with petitions.” 
229  Fifteenth Parliament of Great Britain: Third session (5 December 1782 – 16 July 1783), May 7, 1783, 688. 
230  Ibid., 84. 
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curiosity – a most failed curiosity” and that “reform was what he would call ruin” with “the 
idea of the necessity for a reform he was persuaded was the mere vapour of a dream, the 
shadow of a shade, empty whim and fanciful nothing from which the right honourable 
gentleman [Pitt] was endeavouring to conjure up something.”231 North, conveniently 
forgetting the carnage resulting from the 1780 Gordon Riots when institutions such as the 
hated prisons, the Inns of Court, the Bank were assaulted as they represented symbols of 
oppression, riches and dishonest power,232 wanted to know where there existed a people 
so happy as those who lived under the British Constitution.  Insulting Pitt’s efforts further, 
North concluded that “[Pitt] reminded him of the Mock Doctor in a Moliere farce” which 
caused great uproar in the House.  Pitt abandoned the policy in favour of repressive action 
against reformers. 
When PITT was out of place, he thought 
It’s wrong that boroughs should be bought; 
And solemnly declar’d, the nation 
MUST HAVE A FAIR REPRESENTATION; 
But, now become a courtly minion, 
We find he alters his opinion; 
And shews, in language rather warm,  
He loves his place, and hates reform. 
This proves a difference, no doubt 
‘Twixt being IN, and being OUT.233 
 
3.2  The Alchemist’s Potion – Alarm  
By the 1790’s, his flirtation with reform behind him, Pitt was approaching the zenith of his 
Prime Ministership. Emboldened by his political authority, he pursued a relentless vendetta 
against those parliamentary reformers whose cause he had once championed.   Historians 
identify numerous reasons for Pitt’s regime of proscription with many singling out reform as 
a threat to national stability.  However, it is believed that Pitt could be certain that the 
London populace, in general, was not overly sympathetic to the radical cause so a repeat 
of the 1780 Gordon Riots would not be likely. What was needed was an alarm to 
undermine the reform agenda that would vindicate the government’s ruthless suppression 
of the reformers and their movement.  By the end of 1792, Pitt was cognisant that war with 
                                       
231  Ibid., 84. 
232  Christopher Hibbert, King Mob: The Story of Lord George Gordon and the Riots of 1780 (London: Longmans, Green & Co., 1959), 
140.  
233  Anonymous, in Sampson Perry, The Argus; or, General Observer: A Political Miscellany containing the most important Events of 
Europe and the Principle Occurrences in England, 8 vols.  (London: H. D. Symonds, 1796), 493. 
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England’s traditional enemy France was inevitable and that the country was ill-prepared for 
such an encounter.  
 
Black, in his discussion of the crisis of late 1792 and its relation to British foreign policy, 
states that the British state was weaker than thought and consequently showed “a 
willingness to turn to, and an ability to use, the public politics of the present” to galvanise 
public opinion against those known to have Jacobin sympathies. Marshalling such support 
was made easier because the radicals were “focused on a foreign power, the traditional 
national enemy,” whose “very volatility … made the situation in Britain appear more 
precarious.”234  If the country was facing the prospect of war, it did not need an enemy 
within that would further weaken its resolve; the country must have a united front.  The 
radicals had given Pitt the justification he needed to retaliate which he did by introducing 
proscriptive measures against what were deemed to be seditious writings.  The aggressive 
reform platform of the radical reformers was henceforth to be pursued by Pitt’s government 
through the courts over which the government could exercise substantial control.      
 
3.3 Chronology of Perry’s House of Commons Libel 
Perry was due for release from King’s Bench prison on 9 July, 1792 if all fines related to 
his previous libels were paid.   Whether he served his sentence confined in prison is not 
known, as the Rules of the King’s Bench prison enabled prisoners for a certain fee to 
reside outside of the prison proper but within a defined precinct.  There is reason to 
believe that he continued to conduct and edit The Argus throughout this year-long period.  
In an extant letter from Perry to Eva Garrick,235 the wife of the famous actor David Garrick, 
Perry wrote “As I am from home perhaps something may creep into The Argus which 
would give me uneasiness … having ever since I have had a newspaper always exercised 
my pen in the protection of a character I serve ….”  Perry gives his address as No. 13 
Salisbury Street236 (off the Strand) and not Argyll Street.  According to the 1791 
Westminster Rate Book, Argyll Street could have been occupied by his mistress, 
Sussanah (Patience) but Perry appears never to have taken up residence again: “Rates 
                                       
234  Black, British Foreign Policy in an Age of Revolution 1783-1793, 421. 
235  Autographed letter signed from S. Perry, No. 13 Salisbury Street to Mrs Eva Garrick dated Wednesday, September 14, 1791 held 
in the Garrick correspondence at Yale University.  Garrick was one of Perry’s patients and a consumer of Adams solvent.  
236  Daniel Lovell and The Statesman were located at this address.  It was the home of Oscar Wilde in later years and described as 
having three floors, serpentine hallways, shadowy corners and awkwardly shaped rooms.   
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arrears, house empty four quarters” with another entry referring to end of 1792 stating that 
he had “gone Abroad.  Seiz’d in by Government”.  
 
The government increased its psychological pressure by the use of delaying tactics and, 
ignoring Perry, turned its attention to John Frost, an attorney in the Stamp Office, fellow 
reformist, friend of Paine and campaigner with Perry.  Government tardiness in publically 
prosecuting Perry could be attributed to a realisation on the part of government that 
political trials had become a pivotal and crucial element, both ideologically and in practice, 
of the radical reform movement as other forums and avenues of political discourse were 
being suppressed.237  By avoiding putting Perry in the dock, any publicity concerning 
parliamentary reform that his trial might generate would be minimised and should Perry 
leave England he would also be cast as a criminal fleeing justice.  According to 
McCalman, Bland Burges, as Under-Secretary of State for Foreign Affairs (1789-1795) 
and in collusion with Richard Sheridan and James Macintosh, urged Perry to quit the 
country.238   
 
Prior to Perry’s and Paine’s trials in early December, a series of fortuitous, perhaps 
orchestrated, events enveloped Londoners in high drama – as Perry sardonically 
commented - “the alarmist making the most of the alarmed”.239  In a manoeuvre that 
demonstrates the brilliance of Pitt’s political acumen, a “drama” had to be manufactured in 
order to heighten tension and lend credibility to Pitt’s actions against the reformers and 
their suspect loyalty to the country.  On the first of December, 1792, one week before 
Perry’s trial, in the words of Werkmeister, “on screams that the Thames had been 
poisoned, thousands barricaded themselves into their homes, which prompted the King, 
who was probably lucid at that time, to call out the militia on the pretext of an uprising.  It 
was a ploy, for there was no evidence to support Pitt’s broodings or Burke’s hysteria 
except the act of one single “maniac” and there was a limit as to how long the hysteria and 
broodings could continue.”240  Pitt would not reveal, citing the need for security, what gave 
                                       
237  Michael Davis, “Prosecutions and Radical Discourse during the 1790’s: The Case of the Scottish Sedition Trials,” International 
Journal of the Sociology of Law  (December, 2003), 10. 
238  Iain McCalman, “Sampson Perry” in “British Reform Writers 1789-1832”.  Ed Gary Kelly and Edd Applegate.  Dictionary of Literary 
Biography, Vol.158.  (Detroit: Gale Research, 1966) Literature Resource Center. Gale H1200007022.  McCalman provides no 
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release in July, 1792. 
239  Perry, The Particulars of S. Perry’s Case, 1: 4. 
240  Werkmeister, The London Daily Press 1772-1792, 353. 
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rise to this alarm, giving as the pretext articles on acts of insurrections and uprisings.241  
Such high drama played on a supposed Jacobin threat emanating from France which was 
being promoted most effectively by Pitt to manipulate the emotions of loyal Londoners as 
Perry’s and Paine’s libel trials approached.  Londoners’ memories of the Gordon Riots 
kept fevered imaginations in overdrive as the trials of two prominent reformers with 
Jacobin inclinations approached.   
 
3.4  Brief for the Prosecution and Resulting Trial  
Perry’s libel trial began in the Court of the King’s Bench before Lord Chief Justice Kenyon 
and a special jury of twelve men242 on Thursday, December 6 and concluded Saturday, 
December 8, 1792 with Perry in absentia and unrepresented.   Transcripts of his House of 
Commons libel trial have not been located, hence reliance has been placed on short 
newspaper court reports to provide the details of what transpired before Kenyon.  
 
The Brief for the Prosecution, The King against Sampson Perry for a misdemeanor, 
prepared in late November 1792, outlines the prosecution case and immediately 
contradicts the premise upon which it sought to prosecute the case. 243   
 
We shall therefore make no observations upon it but state how we mean to affect the 
defendant with being the publisher of the newspaper in which the libel is inserted.244 
 
Though we shall not be able to prove that the paper in question was actually published by 
the defendant himself … yet we shall prove his frequently attending at the shop and acting 
as the owner and proprietor of The Argus.245 
 
Such legal argument demonstrates that Treasury had an overwhelming determination to 
prosecute Perry, not the publisher or printer as generally happened.  The Argus was 
gaining a wider reading public; it was circulated among the members of the Society for 
Constitutional Information (SCI), was used by the Courier de l’Europe as a source of 
information in Paris, and was distributed throughout Britain.  In every sense it was a 
                                       
241  Ibid., 372. 
242  Often called “guinea men” by the radicals as they were paid one guinea (₤1/1/-) per case. 
243  Treasury Solicitors Papers TS 11/41/150 – Brief for the Prosecution, House of Commons. Folios 21-23. See Appendix D: for a 
transcript of “The Brief for the Prosecution.” The National Archives, Kew. 
244  Ibid., fo. 21.  
245  Ibid., fo. 21.  
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politically dissenting paper with provocative views espoused by its equally provocative 
editor.   
 
Flawed evidence concerning proprietorship was presented in the Prosecution Brief. The 
House of Commons libel was printed in The Argus of the Constitution, which the Brief 
erroneously refers to as The Argus.  The Argus had undergone several metamorphoses 
and surely a new masthead would have meant a new bond arrangement with the Stamp 
Office detailing who was obliged to pay the stamp duties associated with the paper.  To 
date, no evidence regarding stamp duties has been located but this aspect of the case 
was ignored.  The bonds that were produced to confirm Sampson Perry as the proprietor 
were those that related to The Argus, not to The Argus of the Constitution, and were the 
same bonds as those produced for Perry’s Nootka Sound libel case.  Not only were they 
out of date by two years but they identified Sampson Perry as proprietor and William 
Adams as publisher when in reality, as read on the bottom of the paper’s last page, J. 
Powell had been the paper’s printer and publisher since 10 March, 1790. Perry’s 
publishing ventures had moved along since that time.  
 
Further, the Brief states in relation to the libelous passage that it was the “author’s 
intention to have it believed” but no legal effort appears to have been made to prove 
conclusively that Perry was indeed the author.  Perry was “in prison” when the libel was 
printed, and may not have written the article or over-sighted its inclusion in The Argus of 
the Constitution.  The question as to who had access to the presses to insert the libel was 
never asked for the prosecution was never in any doubt that Perry was their man.  
Treasury stated in the Brief that they “mean to affect the defendant as being the publisher 
of the newspaper” when in fact he was not the publisher.  What was the legal implication of 
“mean to affect”?  A dictionary defines “affect” as “to move the passions or feelings,”  “to 
pretend to,” or “to assume the character or appearance of,” but it does not mean to prove 
beyond reasonable doubt.  The use of “mean to affect” implied that the Prosecution knew 
they could not prove that Perry was the publisher for the evidence was to the contrary.  
 
The Lord Chief Justice was in step with these objectives as the newspaper reports made 
no reference to Kenyon challenging any aspect of the Government’s brief.  Tragically for 
Perry, Kenyon must have seen the flaws in the legal argument as he was reputed to have 
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a “quick and brilliant mind and remarkable knowledge of the law [that] were the admiration 
of his profession.”246  On this occasion Kenyon ignored it all and the two witnesses who 
should have been called were Powell as the publisher and John “Jew” King as editor (or 
sub-editor, as has been alleged) but the newspaper court reports never mentioned either 
man.   The omission of Powell poses a number of questions as surely he must have been 
in fear for his liberty in this febrile atmosphere, yet astonishingly he continued to publish 
the paper without any legal repercussions.   It was usual for the publisher and/or printer to 
take the punishment in such cases, so why not in this case? The question of Powell’s 
relationship with the Pitt government must be asked - was he a Treasury spy?  Certainly 
there was a  James Powell allegedly working as a government spy, so are they one and 
the same man?  
 
Not content that it was wrapping itself up in knots, which any judge worthy of the title would 
have discerned, the Government’s Brief powered on, stating that “though we shall not be 
able to prove that the paper in question was actually published by the defendant himself … 
yet we shall prove his frequently attending at the shop and acting as the owner and 
proprietor of The Argus”.  The “attending and acting” was occurring while Perry was in the 
King’s Bench prison.  In the previous point, the prosecution stated that it meant “to affect” 
that the “defendant was publisher.”  The prosecution was contradicting itself by stating that 
they could not prove this allegation as a fact, discounting legal process by attempting to 
confirm Perry’s proprietorship through his “attending” and “acting” as proprietor and owner, 
whatever that meant in legal terms.  Yet again Kenyon did not question the premise upon 
which the Prosecution was arguing its case.   At the time of publication of the libel, Perry 
may not have owned The Argus of the Constitution, but it is understood that he 
owned/leased the building and the printing presses and it was where, according to 
government surveillance papers, he held evening meetings with other gentlemen.  To prop 
up their assertion of proprietorship, the prosecution argued that it rested on the fact that 
Perry had paid duties to the Stamp Office up to May 1792, despite being in prison and 
therefore not creating an income so who provided the money for the duties?  Further, he is 
alleged to have called at the Stamp Office on Tuesday 20 November, 1792, to arrange 
payment for outstanding duties, when in fact he may have already left for France; a crucial 
point in Perry’s narrative that will be discussed in detail later.   
 
                                       
246  Hibbert, King Mob, 146. 
 68 
  
 
 
An affidavit, included in the Brief, signed by James Walsh and William Tims, and taken on 
November 24th, 1792, claimed they had gone to the offices of The Argus on that day, and 
“saw a Person of the Name of Perry the reputed Proprietor of … The Argus sitting at a 
desk at that end of the counter of the said office near the window apparently as Master of 
the said Office.”247  The statement “apparently as Master” was intended to imply 
proprietorship of the sales office but it was Powell’s sales office located within 5-9 
Catherine Street.  Walsh and Tims were inferring proprietorship based on Perry’s 
supposedly sitting in Powell’s office and by confirming Perry’s presence – “that being 
acquainted with said Perry some conversation took place.”248  On a copy of an Argus of 
the People dated 24 November, 1792 was the handwritten annotation “Purchased of John 
Knox at the printing office in Catherine Street, Strand London on Saturday 24 November 
1792 by Walsh in the presence of Mr. Perry who acknowledged himself the proprietor of 
this paper.”249  Reiterating, Perry was present in the shop at precisely the same time as 
the arrival of the two government agents.  Perry witnessed the purchase of the paper from 
John Knox and then incriminated himself by confirming his identify to the agents.  It is 
extremely doubtful that Perry would have been sitting at a desk in Powell’s sales office 
observing the sale of newspapers to anyone, let alone government officials, who, he knew, 
would be implementing the full “vengeance of the law, and the lawyers, in all forms and 
modes … [to] … imprison me without allowing me the use of pen and ink.”250   
 
According to the 1792 Westminster Rate Book, Perry had not occupied his home in Argyll 
Street after being released from prison in May 1792, which is perplexing.  Perhaps he did 
not feel secure in his own home, or he did not have an easy avenue of escape should 
government officials come to arrest him.  The idea that he would be sitting and waiting for 
government officials to arrive at Powell’s shop to buy The Argus is ludicrous. In addition, 
Perry’s social status makes it highly unlikely that he would undertake such a menial task in 
his tenant’s business or that he would incriminate himself by giving the government 
evidence that could be used against him.  The paper was purchased from John Knox but 
there is no mention of Powell on that day.  In fact, The Argus of the People, purchased at 5 
Catherine Street on 24 November, 1792 as part of the affidavit in the Prosecution Brief, 
clearly shows in the footer of page 4 that it was “Printed and Published by J. Powell, No 5 
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Catherine Street, Strand.”  It is more probable that Perry had already begun, or was readily 
preparing for, his departure to France prior to November 24, 1792.  Tracing his 
movements during the latter part of 1792 is vital in understanding this case and 
establishing if the Pitt government was fabricating evidence against Perry to be used in the 
House of Commons libel trial. 
 
3.5  Perjury – one Favour in Return for Another? 
If it was not Perry sitting in the office, then who would be the most likely contender willing 
to participate in this charade?  Either the affidavit was false or it could have been John 
“Jew” King who, it is claimed by some historians, was the editor, sub-editor and/or 
proprietor of The Argus.  King’s notorious reputation as a money lender and swindler made 
him a very unattractive figure to many in eighteenth-century London, but he was a financial 
supporter of the reform movement, he did have ready access to The Argus’ printing 
presses through his unexplored relationship with Perry and he was credited with being a 
master of disguise.251   Extant pictorial evidence identifies both men as possessing a high 
nose so the supposition King posing as Perry cannot be discounted.  King, at this time, 
faced a prohibitive ₤15,000 fine so a deal may have been struck with the government to 
forgo payment if King committed perjury by claiming Perry was in the shop on that day in 
order to bolster the government’s case against Perry.  What makes this supposition 
attractive is that this fine was retracted in return for King’s disavowal of the reformist cause 
at Egham on 12 December, 1792252 only four days after the conclusion of Perry’s trial and 
the commencement of Paine’s trial.  The timing of all these events – Perry’s flight, his trial, 
Paine’s trial, then King’s retraction – is suggestive of an orchestrated program by Pitt’s 
government to rid itself of three prominent reformers.   
 
At this stage, we have the questionable evidence of the two Crown employees that Perry 
was at 5 Catherine Street on that day.  The value of the affidavits appears, in one sense, 
to be superfluous since libel rested upon the intent, not the truth, of the libellous statement 
as printed in The Argus of the Constitution, and the intent according to the Brief was “to 
make people believe they are not bound to obey any laws which should be made by them 
[House of Commons].”  Perry was disturbing the King’s Peace and inciting civil 
                                       
251  The Scourge; or Monthly Expositor of Imposture and Folly (London: M. Jones, 5 Newgate Street, 1811), 1: 17. “no disguise that he 
[King] is unwilling to assume for the furtherance of his purposes.”  
252  See The Morning Herald – The Egham speech on December 12, 1792 with Paine’s letter and with the response on January 22, 
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disobedience by questioning the validity of an unrepresentative parliament to enact laws.  
In his Nootka Sound libel case, the responsibility for the libel was determined by the 
production of bonds in order to demonstrate who had paid the bonds and the stamp duty 
but in this case the government did not (or could not) provide any bonds for The Argus of 
the Constitution. Proprietorship could have changed in the intervening months as the 
mastheads altered.  Whatever else occurred, it is clear that Treasury’s evidence was far 
from thorough and exhibits the tenuous nature of the legal argument upon which Treasury 
had built and argued its case.   
 
The London Chronicle reported that “Mr. Haynes proved that the paper was purchased at 
The Argus office in Catherine Street”253 despite Walsh and Tims being noted in the 
Prosecution Brief.  Interestingly Haynes’ name is contained in a handwritten annotation on 
page 4 of a copy of The Argus of the Constitution 254 – “May 8th, 1792 bought at Powell’s, 
[signed] Thomas Haynes” suggesting that J. Powell’s was a separate business to that of 
The Argus.  Further research has uncovered the existence of another libel case against 
Perry that appears to have been pending in relation to the publication of a letter to the 
Editor of The Argus of the Constitution No. 1044 of Wednesday 11 July, 1792 and written 
under the pseudonym of “Titus,”255 which was also purchased by Haynes and annotated 
accordingly.  The government was enlarging its barrage of libels to make certain that Perry 
would be convicted. 
 
The conduct of the case was such that spurious evidence was being plucked from any of 
the ex-officio informations that the government was preparing against Perry and The 
Argus.  No newspaper report recorded that any use was made of the affidavit signed by 
Tims and Walsh who visited and purchased The Argus of the People on 24 November 
1792.  An unidentified “witness was called who supposedly proved that the defendant was 
the proprietor of The Argus.”  How did this mysterious person prove proprietorship and 
why did he have to remain anonymous?  It suggests that there was a need to protect the 
witness’ identity for it may have provoked controversy.  Based on the vague and 
dismissive reporting, newspapers were unwittingly colluding with the court in its 
presentation of spurious evidence made worse by the fact that no evidence was queried.  
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Such inconsistency in the presentation of evidence as cited should have been ruled 
inadmissible by a competent, presiding judge. 
 
The London Chronicle, inadvertently or conspiratorially, gave a false impression of the 
actual proceedings by reporting that “The defendant made no defence” as it insinuates that 
Perry was present in court when, in fact, he was being tried in absentia with no legal 
representation. The address to the special jury by the Attorney-General, Sir Alexander 
MacDonald, was brief … “a man of this sort proclaiming to the ignorant part of the public 
that no law whatever binds them … that they may make free with the lives, liberties and 
property of others as they think proper … that those weak minds to whom this [was] 
addressed…”256 was a distortion of Perry’s central argument that the House of Commons 
did not represent the broad constituency.   MacDonald’s hyperbole was outflanked by Lord 
Kenyon who was “at a loss how to address the jury on this occasion” implying the case 
was of such a grievous nature but he did not have to be concerned on that point as “The 
Jury immediately found the defendant Guilty.”257     
 
The World, in its issue of December 10, gave the trial only nine lines and reported that 
“The Defendant being proved to be the Proprietor by the production of his bond to the 
Stamp Office, the Paper was then read, which contained a gross reflection upon the 
House of Commons,” and then simply that “The Jury found the Defendant Guilty.”  
Astoundingly, the “flagitious libel which would mislead weak minds”, was printed in the 
newspaper court report - Perry had just been found guilty of this very action!  This 
contradiction of persecuting Perry but allowing the court report to reprint the libel makes a 
mockery of the court proceedings.  Misquoting the libel in the newspaper court reports was 
scandalous; for example “while it is acknowledged that the House of Commons is not 
composed of the representatives of the people, the subjects of this country ought more to 
be admired for their obedience, than punished for their disobedience to the laws”258 or “the 
substance of the libel was, that the House of Commons were not the real Representatives 
of the people and that therefore the laws were not enacted by their own consent.”259 Even 
The Morning Chronicle,260 not known for its compliance with Treasury’s dictates, reported 
                                       
256  The Evening Mail, December 17, 1792. 
257  The Times, December 10, 1792. 
258  The London Chronicle, December 8-11, 1792, 554. 
259  The Evening Mail, December 17, 1792. 
260  The Morning Chronicle, December 10, 1792. 
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“the substance of which [the libel] was, that as the House of Commons were not the fair 
representatives of the people the laws projected by them could not be deemed the laws of 
the people.”  The Attorney General was cognizant of the inherent dangers posed by such 
sentiments contained within the libel as it was read and discussed in the public sphere by 
an ever-widening reading audience.  
 
Having been declared guilty, Perry should have received sentencing, but in his case the 
process was never formally completed – no sentence was ever handed down for the 
House of Commons libel.  Not even after his arrest and imprisonment for outlawry was he 
to receive judgment for the libel.  In the London Gazette for December 4-8, 1792 a reward 
notice offering “ONE HUNDRED POUNDS” for Perry’s apprehension was published.261 
The date of publication for the London Gazette is paradoxical; was it after the fourth but 
before the eighth?  According to the New Annual Register of December 1792,262 “in the 
London Gazette preceding this trial a reward of ₤100 was offered for the apprehension of 
Mr. Perry”, which is evidence that the trial proceeded even though the prosecution knew 
that he was not in the country.   The speed with which the notice went to publication in the 
London Gazette reinforces two significant factors – namely that Perry’s intention not to 
appear for trial was known prior to the commencement of the trial and that the trial’s 
verdict was a forgone conclusion.  If he was not in The Argus’ office as argued, then there 
would have been plenty of time to organize a reward notice and publish without fear of 
contradiction.  This notice re-appeared in two subsequent issues of The Gazette.263   The 
Hereford Journal of December 12, 1792 not only published the reward but added 
incorrectly that Perry as well as his co-reformer Frost who had “seditiously spoke, uttered 
and published malicious and seditious Words of and concerning His present Majesty and 
the Constitution” had been charged with “High Treason.” In the London Gazette of 
December 4-8, 1792 a reward notice for John Terence Frost also appeared and on the 
same page as the one for Perry.  John Barrell demonstrates the devious and malicious 
nature of the Treasury: 
when Frost left England in late November he was unaware that he would be required to 
answer for his behaviour at the Percy [Coffee House].  No indictment was brought 
before the grand jury until early December when he was known to be in France; but 
                                       
261  The London Gazette, Issue 13482, December 4-8, 1792, 912.   
262  New Annual Register, December 10, 1792, 38. 
263  The London Gazette, Issue 13483, December 8-11, 1792, 923; Issue 13484, December 11-15, 1792, 933. 
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when he failed to appear to this indictment, a warrant was issued for his arrest and he 
was proclaimed an outlaw with a price of ₤100 on his head.264  
 
The government’s action towards Frost is mimicking Perry’s case even down to the 
proclamation of outlawry. But can outlawry be proclaimed without the due process of the 
law? As mentioned prior, the entry in the Westminster Rate Book indicated a public belief 
that Perry had been outlawed. Frost was a friend of Pitt during those reform days of the 
1780’s but that did not protect him, just as it did not protect Almon, who was under the 
patronage of the Pitt family.  The World, in the same edition that carried the report of the 
trial, also published Perry’s reward notice on the same page, stating that Perry was “ci-
devant265 Proprietor of a seditious Print, and the Political Coadjutor of Terence Frost”, and 
snidely commented that the reward offered “for the apprehension of those patriots is not 
too much, though they are “common stuff”.”  Perry, it claimed, was “too weak to carry off 
the pillars of the Constitutional Fabric,266 although he made several ineffectual 
attempts.”267  The demonization of Perry, his political objectives and literary achievements 
had begun.  The fact that the Jamaican Royal Gazette268 published Perry’s reward notice 
may indicate a West Indian connection in Perry’s earlier life as alluded by Lord Robert 
Seymour, but to date this link remains untested.  
 
Perry, with literary embellishment designed to heighten the drama of his departure, was 
not unprepared for this flight to France where he had long standing connections.  
According to Rogers, “Perry appears to have been planning his exile for some time, 
despite the impression given by newspaper reports of the time and subsequent scholarly 
works that he was forced into fleeing out of the imminence of further libel action.  His plan 
had been progressively emerging at least from the moment of his release from prison on 
10 July 1792.”269.  He had endured three failed libel battles against this behemoth and, 
believing that his fate was sealed, he declined to remain and defend himself in yet another 
costly court proceeding. In his Historical Sketch of the French Revolution he claims that he 
had been warned that he “might expect the vengeance of the law, … that it was 
                                       
264  John Barrell, “Coffee House Politicians,” in Journal of British Studies 43 (April 2004), 206-232. 
265  i.e. formerly. 
266  See the front cover of The Regal Rambler published in 1793 which illustrates the devil sprouting “the fabric must fall” as he 
attempts to collapse two pillars entitled “The People’s Rights” and “The Reward of Merit.”   
267  The World, December 10, 1792. 
268  Royal Gazette. (Jamaica). Vol. 15, Issue 3, 1793. 
269  Rogers, Vectors in Revolution, 134. Unfortunately Rogers fails to provide evidence for her opinion on Perry’s preparation to leave.   
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determined to reject bail, and imprison [him]” and so he was “persuaded to withdraw to the 
continent, till the storm should in some degree abate; being assured that, in the mean 
time, The Argus would be taken care of.”270      
 
Advising political troublemakers to withdraw from the country was another of the Pitt 
government’s ex-officio ploys wrote Werkmeister; “if he [troublemaker] did abscond, he 
was outlawed … if he did return the government could imprison him for two offences rather 
than one”271 which was exactly what Perry was to experience.  His record of a hasty 
departure from England as a result of state persecution was meant to heighten the 
reader’s sympathy; “I put a shirt and a pair of stockings in my pocket, and only with eleven 
guineas in my purse, I set off to Brighthelmstone,”272 where within the hour, “a boat was 
just sailing to Dieppe with half a dozen French gentlemen.”273  Availing himself of this 
opportunity to join the party, Perry was in France by the next morning.  He gives no date 
for his departure other than it was “the autumn of ninety-two.”274  From evidence 
discussed, it must have occurred sometime between mid-November and December 6.275   
 
3.6  Imbroglio – Who was where? 
Unravelling Perry’s movements leading up to his flight in November 1792 is problematic 
because of the scant information.  On 20 July 1792, he was at an SCI meeting at the 
Crown and Anchor Tavern along with other well-known reformers such as Tooke, Frost 
and Dr. Maxwell to discuss the SCI trusteeship of ₤1000 profit from the sales of The Rights 
of Man.  Mid-September 1792 saw the first and arguably the most important radical, 
Thomas Paine “insultingly expelled from the country by the influence of Government”276 
accompanied by John Frost, an attorney in the Stamp Office whose battle against Pitt’s 
government was yet to come. Perry attended an SCI meeting held at the Crown and 
Anchor on Friday 28 September 1792, then according to Rogers, he was in France 
“throughout the month of October, 1792”.277  He had failed to attend his plea hearing on 6 
                                       
270  Perry, The Particulars of S. Perry’s Case, 6. Perry’s version of being persuaded to depart has been confirmed by McCalman’s 
research. (See also McCalman “Sampson Perry” in Dictionary of Literary Biography) 
271  Werkmeister, The British Press 1772-1792, 319. 
272  Brighton. 
273  Perry, The Particulars of S. Perry’s Case, 7. 
274  Ibid., 3. 
275  There is some conjecture that the evidence presented in the affidavits may not be correct, and that the person alleged to have 
been identified as Perry may have been someone else.  
276  Ernest Rhys (Ed), British Historical and Political Orations XII-XX Century, (London: Everyman’s Library, J.M. Dent and Sons Ltd., 
1915), 122. 
277  Rogers, Vectors in Revolution, 362, footnote 842. Rogers does not identify any evidence for this claim.  
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November 1792, where he was represented by Mr. Belt, his clerk, who entered a plea of 
“Not Guilty”278 on Perry’s behalf. He attended another SCI meeting on Friday 9 November 
1792.279 Rogers identifies Perry as attending an SCI meeting on 23 November, 1792,280 
which appears to be the last recorded sighting of him in London, (excluding his supposed 
appearance in Powell’s office on 24 November 1792 selling newspapers), until he 
reappears in Paris on or about 7 January 1793.281     
 
David Erdman identifies Captain Sampson Perry as attending at White’s Hotel in Paris on 
18 November, 1792 – “almost certainly Sampson Perry was there” and knowing Perry’s 
personal and political attachment to France, it is a rational hypothesis.282  Erdman is not 
absolute in his claim.  The Address of the British Club dated 24 November, 1792 was read 
to the French National Convention on 28 November 1792.  Again, Erdman283 drawing on 
“Signers of the Address of the British Club dated 24 November read to the Convention on 
28 November 1792,” is of the opinion that Perry was in attendance, though he does not 
say with absolute certainty; even Paine’s attendance was not certain.  This address was 
published in The Argus of the People on 16 November, 1792 and became the subject of 
another government-initiated libel charge.  That Paine and Perry would miss such an 
historic political occasion seems inconceivable as both had invested deeply in the 
democratic aspirations of the French political experiment.  
 
As Perry and Frost were political comrades, what were Frost’s movements during this 
crucial time?  Barrell claims Frost arrived in Paris on 22 November, 1792 followed by 
Munro, the government spy who also lodged at White’s Hotel, the favoured watering hole 
of the expatriate British. In Munro’s words, Frost became one of the party of conspirators 
which included Paine, Robert Merry, Lord Edward Fitzgerald, Dr William Maxwell, John 
Oswald and John Hurford Stone – but not Perry.  Barrell suggests that Pitt wanted Frost to 
remain in Paris hence the government reward of ₤100 for Frost’s capture in early 
December.  In order to keep Frost out of London, The London Gazette, declared on the 8 
                                       
278  Kings Bench Papers KB28/363 Roll 2: 2. The National Archives, Kew. 
279  The Proceedings at Large on the Trial of John Horne Tooke, for High Treason, (London: J.S. Jordan, No. 166, Fleet Street, 1795), 
1: 586. 
280  I have not been able to confirm his appearance on November 23, 1792. 
281  Rogers, Vectors in Revolution, footnote 842.  Capt. Monro reported Perry’s arrival in Paris on January 7, 1793; likewise La 
Chronique du Mois in January 1793, while The Times indicated on January 5, 1793 that Perry was already in Paris. 
282  David V. Erdman, Commerce Des Lumieres: John Oswald and the British in Paris 1790-1793, (Columbia: University of Missouri 
Press, 1986).  Appendix E, 305. 
283  Ibid., 305. 
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January, 1793 that Frost was a bankrupt – an accusation strenuously denied by Frost’s 
wife as a falsehood.284  Frost would have known that this action was intended to ensure 
that he never returned to London although he did return to defend himself.  Frost’s case is 
another example of the extent to which the government wanted to banish these key 
reformers.  Pitt’s government must have believed that it was making inroads into the 
protests for parliamentary reform with the key reformers Paine, Frost and Perry in 
France,285 and John “Jew” King286 silenced by the forced retraction of his reformist 
ideology and further harassment planned for eleven agitators who were to be brought to a 
State trial in January, 1794.   
 
Not content that Perry was convicted for the House of Commons libel, had fled the 
country, and that his property was confiscated (possibly illegally), Pitt’s government 
produced two additional libel charges in response to articles that had been published in 
The Argus of the People on November 13 and 16, 1792.  These alleged libels concerned 
the Fleet Prison and the publication of the Address to the French National Convention by 
the London Corresponding Society.  These libel charges were prosecuted in January 1793 
with the defendants Perry and William Adams287 found guilty in absentia.  Another libel 
case (previously noted) appears to have been pending in relation to the publication of a 
letter to the Editor of The Argus of the Constitution No. 1044 of Wednesday 11 July, 1792 
and written under the pseudonym “Titus”.288   
 
3.7  Confiscation - The Argus, 5 Catherine Street and Argyll Street 
Perry’s flight at the end of November saw the demise of The Argus, the confiscation of his 
Catherine Street property, its printing presses and his home in Argyll Street. The Argus’ 
demise attracts vitriol from Perry in his recollection of this incident; “there were too many 
fostering fathers among the patriots” who, despite being willing to keep The Argus from 
faltering in “the cause of freedom” could not halt its inevitable demise.   Evidence suggests 
                                       
284  Barrell, “Coffee House Politicians”, 206-232.  
285  The Regal Rambler centres on the relationship of these three men and their influence upon the reform movement.   
286  The relationship between the notorious “Jew” King and Perry remains an enigma and deserves further investigation. Biographical 
entries claim King to be Perry’s editor of The Argus but Werkmeister never mentions King in relation to The Argus.  Both were 
disparate, complex men.  Despite ending his life in poverty, Perry enjoyed some public approbation while King’s shadowy business 
dealings, notorious throughout London, made him a pariah.   
287  The identity of William Adams and his relationship to Perry has not been established.  He may have been associated with the SCI 
or LCS. 
288  Refer to Appendix E: for a transcript.  Located in the Treasury Solicitor’s Prosecution Papers TS 11/41/150 – The Argus of the 
Constitution July 11, 1792, 3 fo. 19, The National Archives, Kew. 
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that Thomas Oldfield was handed the task of maintaining The Argus289 when Perry left for 
France in September, 1792, just weeks after Paine’s flight into exile.  Described by Black 
as “one of the many striking figures on the fringe of British political life”,290 Oldfield 
compiled a “voluminous masterpiece of analysis and reformist propaganda”291 which Black 
regards as essential for any student of this period.  Oldfield’s reformist credentials 
associated with The Argus adds further evidence of Perry’s importance to, and 
involvement in, the eighteenth century reform movement.  Oldfield could not hold back the 
machinations of Pitt’s government when it confiscated 5 Catherine Street in late December 
1792.  The 1792 Westminster Rate Book for Catherine Street contains a note made in the 
observation column – “Summonsed a servant attended said (h)is Master was out of town & 
so got time & then he was outlawed & is gone to France.”  Pitt’s government was 
identifying Perry as an outlaw prior to the conduct and completion of appropriate legal 
process.   
 
Perry did not contemplate that “so valuable a property as the ARGUS”292 would be 
stripped from his ownership by the government.  Reasonable conjecture is that 
confiscation of property could not have been achieved legally on the part of Pitt’s 
government or the courts until outlawry is declared.  In a final savage twist, it appears that 
the Lord Chief Justice Kenyon was a beneficiary of this act as he has been associated with 
the proprietorship not only of 5 Catherine Street but also of The Argus when it was 
rebadged The True Briton.293  It was naïve on Perry’s part to believe that any person could 
stop the behemoth that was now proceeding inexorably towards his destruction.  He 
acknowledges the “unwarrantable measures taken by the Stamp Office in refusing to allow 
it [The Argus] to be printed”294 and his part in “divulging the secret views of the ins and 
                                       
289  Charles Ross to Evan Nepean, 9 October, 1792; “Cpt Perry of The Argus is gone to France in order to establish correspondents for 
his paper which in his absence is conducted by Mr Oldfield.” Treasury Solicitors Papers TS 11/965/3510/A2. The National 
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294  Perry, The Particulars of S. Perry’s Case, 1: 9.
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outs of ministers … both are equally ready to assist in cutting out the blabber’s tongue.”295  
In the annals of justice, surely it is improper for a judge to profit from his own legal decision 
but such appears to be the case with Kenyon as he continued to thwart Perry when the 
matter of reversing Perry’s outlawry was brought before him for judgment. 
 
3.8 Summary 
Throughout the analysis of Sampson Perry’s House of Commons libel trial, the 
overwhelming presence of political power aided and abetted by a obsequious judiciary 
pervades the narrative.  Sampson Perry was a political gadfly on the rump of the Pitt 
government and his desire to right a wrong through The Argus resulted in an unrelenting 
zeal on the part of Pitt’s government to pursue him through the courts for “what they were 
pleased to call a libel.”296  From the issuing of the ex-officio information on 9 July, 1792 to 
Perry’s flight from England, he challenged a belligerent foe against which he was impotent.  
   
Contemporary eighteenth-century reflections on Perry’s alleged libel and its intent harked 
back to the Glorious Revolution of 1688 and the maxim that no law can be made, or taxes 
levied, without the consent of the people obtained via their representatives in Parliament.  
It followed that, if the system of representation has broken down or is no longer a valid 
expression of the will of the people, the laws are not enacted with the consent of the 
people. This principle, embodied in Perry’s “libel,” was seen as a challenge to the 
legitimacy of Parliament and, by inference, of Pitt’s government.  
 
Simmering political resentments that broke into the public arena via newspapers in the 
eighteenth century were manifested in libel cases such as Perry’s and the political 
narrative transmogrified to a personal public expression in court of one aggrieved party 
having been calumniated by another.  In a government that, in the opinion of Trevelyan, 
“was so far blinded by panic that it sought the lives of the Reformers,”297 well-considered 
and rational judgment was absent and so the arbitrary nature of libel was invoked to act as 
a warning to other writers and the press. John Wade’s 1820 exploration of the murky world 
of government sinecures alleges “the support they [the government] cannot bribe, they will 
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intimidate.”298  Such intimidation was manifested in government-sponsored libel actions 
where the truth of the supposed libel was immaterial.  The defendant was locked into a 
protracted, potentially financially crippling legal case with little prospect of reprieve or 
redress. 
 
The prosecution of the House of Commons libel case was a travesty; from an ill-conceived 
and flawed Prosecution Brief to the spurious and fragmentary evidence that went 
unchallenged by Lord Chief Justice Kenyon.  Until Perry’s whereabouts on 25 November, 
1792 can be proven, it cannot be alleged that Pitt’s government officials committed perjury 
but judging from the conduct of this case, it is possible that perjury did occur. Kenyon’s 
objective did not appear to be the impartial administration of justice but rather the delivery 
of a verdict acceptable to the Prime Minister and his ministers.  Kenyon also appears to 
have profited financially from his judgment through partial ownership / involvement of 
Perry’s seized property and press.  The speed and almost furtive way in which the trial 
was conducted and the resulting scant coverage in the press were to contribute to the 
ease by which Perry could be demonized.  An association between the radical movement 
and the French had been created in the public’s mind so extending that relationship to 
include the possibility of The Argus receiving financial support from the French 
revolutionaries was easy. Perry’s overt French Jacobin sympathies were easily construed 
as synonymous with treason for here was a dangerous man whose intent was the 
destabilization of the country through the destruction of the sacred “fabric of the 
Constitution.”   
 
In spite of Fox’s Libel Bill of May 1792 which stipulated that “the question of libel or no libel 
is for the jury and not for the judge”299 to decide, Kenyon’s summing up to the special jury 
left them in no doubt as to the verdict. More astonishing, the libel for which Perry was to 
suffer so egregiously, was published in the newspaper court reports of Perry’s trial.    
 
Class and power were entwined in their control of the political system and that was not 
going to be relinquished without a monumental struggle.  The aftermath for Perry of his 
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299  Watrous, “The Newspaper Before the Law”, 3. 
 80 
  
 
 
House of Commons libel case is discussed in the following chapter along with his 
“Oppression” pamphlet, in which he articulates his persecution by Pitt’s government.   
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4 The Aftermath of the House of Commons Libel 
 
Imprisonment does not disturb my conscience or change my way of thinking. 
“My mind on its own centre stands unmov’d 
And stable, as the fabric of the world.”300 
 
4.1 Perry’s Flight to Paris 
Believing somewhat naively that the government’s pursuit of him would cease and that he 
would be permitted to return to London,301 Perry wrote of his departure from London as a 
desperate flight from government persecution; “a boat was just sailing for Dieppe … and 
the next morning my feet were upon that land … which myself inclined to believe might 
shew the way to render the whole earth a real Paradise.”302  He had reached what he 
fervently hoped would be his political nirvana.  With his entrepreneurial flair to the fore, the 
threat of perpetual imprisonment having receded, optimism abounded as to what Paris 
might offer. Pitt’s final manoeuvres against Perry, flight in the face of another libel case 
and an impending outlawry charge, were meant to rid the country of another political 
subversive and a newspaper The Argus thus diminishing the political threat of the reform 
movement. It was a warning to anyone agitating for reform.  Such government-initiated 
persecution became the defining reference point in Perry’s recollections as the “editor of 
the late Argus,” and it was government persecution that gave him the reputation he might 
not have attained otherwise. 
 
Perry’s sojourn in Paris extended from late 1792 to late March, 1795 and became another 
period of his life that was high on political drama, imprisonment and personal cost.  
Rogers’ research of Perry’s activities in a turbulent Paris portrays a man who was 
committed to the ideals of the French Revolution, well connected politically and socially: 
 
Perry’s brief stay in France was transformative.  He regularly met with Thomas Paine 
… and was a regular visitor to Paine’s residence in Rue du Faubourg, Saint-Denis.  He 
was involved in the hub of radicalism centred on White’s Hotel and revitalised this 
group after his arrival.  He was respected by members of the Jacobin Vanguard and 
was nominated for a special civic recognition in March 1793 by the Revolutionary 
                                       
300  Perry, Oppression!!! The Appeal of Capt. Perry, 11; but it originates from the 1755 Dictionary of the English Language of Samuel 
Johnson quoting the poet Dryden.  Perry may have had a copy of this dictionary in Newgate.  
301  Bland Burges and Macintosh, operatives of the Treasury. 
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administration, an honour reserved for only the most partisan foreign activist.  He 
accepted a diplomatic mission on behalf of Herault de Sechelles, a member of the 
Comite de Salut Public.  He appeared as a witness in the trial of Jean-Paul Marat, a 
man Perry greatly esteemed.303 
 
The question as to whether Perry’s activities in Paris involved re-establishing The Argus as 
an English language paper warrants exploration.   Circumstantial evidence indicates that 
he did, and, if so, the action taken against him by Pitt’s government becomes more 
understandable.  Heralding “To the Friends of Truth” in La Chronique Du Mois  (1793) that 
“their Argus is not banished from the world but that it has been only transplanted from the 
region of tyranny, injustice and oppression to this happy soil of Liberty and Equality”304 
implies that the paper was in print or imminently so.  According to W.A. Miles, a Treasury 
writer, Perry had declared that if the government suppressed The Argus “he would publish 
it the following day”,305 which meant that arrangements had been made already for a Paris 
edition.  Such a bold threat by Perry meant he had the financial resources to undertake 
such a venture supported, as has been argued, by the sales of his solvent in France.306  
An objective of his trip to Paris in October, 1792 may have been to initiate the newspaper’s 
production as tentative evidence is emerging of the existence of a copy of a newspaper 
entitled The Argus published in 1793 and now in the French archives in Tolibac.  Whether 
it is Perry’s newspaper has yet to be confirmed.    
 
Further encouraging hints are to be found in a diverse range of sources. E.P. Thompson 
refers to “English Jacobin émigrés in Paris Sampson Perry, Ashley, Goldsmith, Dr. 
Maxwell and John Stone who published the anti-Pitt Argus” but Thompson does not 
confirm specifically who was involved in its production and whether it was only Sampson 
Perry307 or all those mentioned.  Certainly Stone was involved in publishing in Paris and 
Perry was in correspondence with Stone’s brother who ended up being charged with high 
treason.  Another reference to The Argus’ being published in France was found in the 
entry on Lewis Goldsmith in the 1825 edition of A New Biographical Dictionary of 
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Contemporary Public Characters,308 which states that Goldsmith “went to Paris and was 
employed on The Argus, an English newspaper published in Paris to vilify everything 
British.  After a quarrel between him and his employer [Sampson Perry], he was 
discharged.”  The Gentleman’s Magazine of July 1803 noted that “The Argus English 
newspaper now printed in Paris is conducted by a man of the name of Dutton formerly 
editor of “The Dramatic Censor” here and who wrote a fulsome panegyric on his Majesty 
whose character and government he now vilifies.” 309 Again, in September 1804, The 
Gentleman’s Magazine wrote “The Argus English Paper printed at Paris later made the 
following remarks which were propaganda extolling the quality of Napoleon’s French army 
against the “armed mob” of the British.”310  Similarly, in May 1806, the same magazine 
stated that “a recent edition of The Argus, an English paper published at Paris, contains a 
high eulogium on the present British ministry and flatters France with the assurance that 
they will speedily concur with Buonparte [sic] in the work of peace.”  Such sentiments 
accord with the allegation that The Argus was a Napoleonic organ – but owned by whom?  
As recent as 1904 the historical debate continued in the Athenaeum alleging that “the first 
English [language] paper to establish itself in Paris was Sampson Perry’s Argus”. 311  
 
If Perry did publish The Argus in Paris, it demonstrates that he had the appropriate political 
connections, willing contributors and the financial resources to do so in such a turbulent 
and politically unstable time.  It also confirms that, in the eyes of the Pitt government, he 
was a more dangerous radical now that he was publishing in France, exporting his anti-
government propaganda back into Britain but outside its reach.  All in all, Perry showed 
remarkable entrepreneurial skills in the management of a somewhat devastating situation.  
Perry’s literary efforts have been demonstrated to cross the Channel into France with his 
solvent publication in 1776 but he had broader reach.  His “vivid biographical notice of 
John Oswald” 312 – a Scottish revolutionary and member of the Paris Jacobin Club in the 
early 1790’s – provided Erdman with historical detail when he was researching Oswald.  
                                       
308  An unconfirmed libel case between Goldsmith and Perry which occurred in the early 1800’s has not been located to verify the 
nature of their relationship, the substance of the libel and whether Perry actually did own the Parisienne Argus.  
309  “Abstract of Foreign Occurrences” in The Gentleman’s Magazine: and Historical Chronicle, July 1803. (London: Chatto and 
Windus, 1803), 675. 
310  “Abstract of Foreign Occurrences” in The Gentleman’s Magazine: and Historical Chronicle, (September 1804), 871. 
311  Athenaeum #4007, (August 13, 1904), 210. “Galiganni’s Messanger.” The facts revolving around the establishment of The Argus in 
Paris are confused requiring detailed and exacting research.  There is confusion involving the relationship between Perry and 
Goldsmith, the actual date of establishment, and The Argus’ political objective for it is referred to as a “Napoleonic organ” – all of 
which may be incorrect.  Perry and Goldsmith ended up in court in cross suits concerning an allegation made by Goldsmith.   
312  Morris Eaves, “Bread, Politics and Poetry: Morris Eaves interviews David and Virginia Erdman,” Studies in Romanticism: Romantic 
Texts, Romantic Times: Homage to David V. Erdman, No. 3, (Fall 1982), 21: 277-302. 
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The mystery surrounding the Paris Argus and whether it was the brainchild of Perry – or 
someone else – demands further investigation.   
 
Perry’s political connections were not enough to keep him from imprisonment in such a 
frenetic time as the Reign of Terror.  As Rogers describes it, “despite special pleas on 
Perry’s behalf by members of the ruling Montagnard administration, Perry spent fourteen 
months in various French jails including Luxembourg and Madelonnettes only narrowly 
escaping execution.”313  Extant records from the period state that he was living at 225 Rue 
Petit Vaugiraud, (now Rue Cherche Midi), close to Luxembourg, that he was imprisoned 
along with Paine and other suspect British citizens and that his profession was as an 
author.  After 401 days in prison, he was released from Luxembourg and decided, for 
whatever reason, to take his chances and return to England in mid-March 1795, despite 
his outlawry.314  “This violent person … arrived in London twelve days ago” reported The 
Oracle and was arrested at “No 3 Frederick Place, Tottenham Court Road”315 having been 
betrayed, for the hefty reward of ₤100, by a female servant in the house of a friend where 
he had taken refuge. He was back in custody by April 3, 1795.316  
 
During his absence, the engines of the law were in overdrive against the reformers.  The 
government’s sense of outrage at Perry and his cohorts for being “united in one common 
cause namely the obtaining a fair, equal, and impartial representation in parliament” 317 left 
no room for any sympathy as the status quo was being challenged.  The House of 
Commons libel case was rapidly followed by two additional libel charges as previously 
mentioned with the Prosecution Brief calling Perry an “ill disposed person” who was 
“greatly disaffected to our said sovereign” and, “having no regard for the laws of this 
realm,” had set upon a path of “infuse[ing] into the minds of his Majesty’s subjects 
groundless and unreasonable discontents and prejudices”. The concept of a 
representative Parliament as raised by Perry in his writings was not to be entertained. 
                                       
313  Rogers, Vectors in Revolution, 360-361. 
314  The Oracle, March 28, 1795 dates his arrival in London as March 16, 1795 – “he arrived in London twelve days ago” and was 
arrested at “No 3 Frederick’s Place, Tottenham Court Road….”  The True Briton, March 30, 1795 reported Perry “was 
apprehended at Kentish Town” and “delivered over to the custody of the Sherriff of Middlesex, to plead to the writ of outlawry.” 
315  The Oracle, March 28, 1795. “Sampson Perry.” 
316  Newgate Calendar, HO 77/2, April 15 1795, Middlesex Commitments, 23 “Sampson Perry, Esq. brought into custody the 3rd April, 
1795, by George Blundell and others, Officers of the Sheriff of Middlesex, by virtue of the King's Writ, returnable before the King at 
Westminster on Wednesday next after fifteen days from the feast of Easter, to stand right in the King's Court before the King, upon 
a certain outlawry against him at his Majesty's suit, concerning trespasses, contempts and misdemeanors, whereof he is 
impeached, and thereupon he is pronounced outlawed in the King's fair county of Middlesex. By the Court Templer, Dealtry and 
Barlow, Clerks in Court for the Crown. Writ dated March 27, 1795.”  The National Archives, Kew. 
317  Kings Bench Papers KB 28/363, Roll 38, [R. v Perry – French National Convention Libel] and Roll 41, [R. v Adams – French 
National Convention Libel]. The National Archives Kew. 
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Neither case has been acknowledged in Perry’s “barrage of libels.”  Secondly, another libel 
case was pending as a result of a letter to The Argus in July, 1792.  This evidence stands 
as justification for Perry’s assertion that he “was apprised that numerous informations were 
filing by the Attorney-General and even indictments preferring against me so that no bail 
but to a large amount would suffice.”318 
  
4.2 Outlawry and Legal Argument 
The government’s next action was premeditated, vicious and cynical.  In the full knowledge 
that he was in France, it commenced legal action against Perry to have him declared an 
outlaw.  A writ of capias (arrest) was issued, with the writ to be returned “on Wednesday 
next 15 days from the feast of Easter” 319 (April 17, 1793).  Then a writ of exigent (which 
began the proceedings to outlawry) was issued, to be returned on “Wednesday next after 
the morrow of All Souls” 320 (November 6, 1793). By virtue of the writ of exigent, the sheriff 
was commanded to summon Perry to appear at five successive county-courts and, if he 
did not appear, he would be outlawed.  The question is whether it is legal to proceed when 
it is known (by the government and judiciary) that the said person is out of the country.  In 
Perry’s case, he was demanded to appear at the Middlesex Court on May 9, June 6, July 
4, August 1 and finally August 29, 1793. 321  As he failed to appear on all occasions, he 
was formally outlawed on the final demand. 
 
The writ of capias utlagatum, proclaiming the outlawry, was issued on August 29, 1793, 
but The Argus had been confiscated by the government in early January, 1793 eight 
months prior to the outlawry.  Financial ruin was another objective for proceeding with an 
outlawry for Perry, as an outlaw, could not seek payment of moneys owed to him to fund 
“the reversal of the outlawry … and thereby be enabled to employ it [the law] to enforce 
payment of those debts due to me from persons who have not honesty, or principle, to pay 
them without.”322  Being outside the law’s protection was to him “ a violence to common 
sense and reason ... for there was no judgment against me when I left England.”323 
Whether the government interfered with the lease on the Attimore Hall property is 
                                       
318  Perry, Oppression!!! The Appeal of Capt. Perry, 8. 
319  Kings Bench Papers KB 28/363 Roll 2 p 3. The National Archives, Kew 
320  Kings Bench Papers KB 28/363 Roll 2 p 4. The National Archives, Kew 
321  Kings Bench Papers KB 28/363 Roll 2 p 4. The National Archives, Kew. 
322  Perry, The Particulars of S. Perry’s Case, 1: 31. 
323  Ibid., 1: 31. 
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uncertain but interestingly the production, sales and promotion of Adams Solvent upon 
which his wealth was based, continued unabated while he was in Newgate.  Sales of the 
solvent must have financed his Newgate incarceration and his many literary publications 
even though he alleges in his “Oppression!!!” pamphlet that the government undertook “the 
seizure of every part of my property.”324   
 
At this juncture it is valuable to recall the legal points raised in the reversal of John Wilkes’ 
1768 outlawry case which was, stated Lord Mansfield, the then Chief Justice, “the first 
occasion where any question of law upon the writ of errors to reverse an outlawry in a 
criminal case ever underwent a serious litigation.”325  Lord Mansfield viewed outlawry as 
“generally a more severe punishment than would be inflicted for the crime of which the 
outlaw stands accused or convicted.  It is the forfeiture of his goods and chattels and all 
the profits of his real estate and perpetual imprisonment with many incapacities.”326  
Mansfield and the other justices stressed the severity of outlawry, a fact that was surely 
known to Burges and others associated with advising Perry to flee. So, why then did they 
advise him to flee, knowing that “flight, in criminal cases, is itself a crime?” 327  From the 
evidence presented so far, Perry’s House of Commons libel trial and conviction had been 
a premeditated act on the part of the Pitt government to arrive at this situation for Perry 
had the financial resources to assist the reform movement.  Mansfield believed that “the 
Court in all cases leans to the reversal of outlawries because the punishment of outlawries 
is often greater than the punishment of the offence itself.”328  Mansfield’s inclination to 
favour errors “because it is more just and right that the judgment should be given upon the 
conviction for the offence” 329 was not a legal opinion held by his successor Chief Justice 
Kenyon.  Until more research is done into Perry’s outlawry, it begs the question as to 
whether Kenyon’s judgment in this case was legally sound.  
 
Consideration needs to be given to a number of facts now arising.  Perry’s property was 
“seized in by government” as confirmed by the annotated entries in the 1792 Westminster 
Rate Book.  In effect the forfeiture of his goods and chattels had taken place prior to the 
declaration of his outlawry; an action which may or may not have been correct legally.  
                                       
324  Perry, Oppression!!! The Appeal of Capt. Perry, 9. 
325  Cobbett’s Complete Collection of State Trials. 1753-1771, 19: 1098. 
326  Ibid., 19: 1099. 
327  Ibid., 19: 1099. 
328  Ibid., 19: 1095. 
329  Ibid., 19: 1096. 
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Assuming that the seizure of Perry’s property had been executed through the Court of the 
King’s Bench, was the Lord Chief Justice acting in the political interests of Pitt’s 
government, or was he acting legally and, if so, under which statute did the confiscation 
take place?  As we have seen, Perry’s property at 5 Catherine Street, including the 
presses of The Argus, became the presses for ministerial paper, The True Briton, with the 
Lord Chief Justice suspected as one of the proprietors.  Where did Kenyon’s interest truly 
lie when it came to his ruling on the reversal of Perry’s outlawry? Did he administer justice 
or was he corrupted by government inducements, such as 5 Catherine Street?  Further 
investigation is warranted but certainly such property seizures formed part of the 
orchestrated campaign of harassment and persecution against Perry as they depleted his 
financial resources curtailing any further legal moves by Perry.          
 
4.3  A Personal Account of Harassment and Persecution 
In his “Particulars on the Case of S. Perry” which preface his Historical Sketch of the 
French Revolution, Perry presents a poignant, deeply personal account of his harassment 
and persecution at the hands of the Pitt government from his departure for France, to his 
capture on returning and the ensuing legal proceedings while he was, for all intents, 
indefinitely incarcerated in Newgate prison.  Almon, wrote Perry, was committed to King’s 
Bench prison, Wilkes was incarcerated in the Marshalsea prison but he was “committed to 
the most detestable goal in London,”330 Newgate, the English equivalent of the hated 
Bastille.  According to Perry, Newgate was chosen over the King’s Bench prison “because 
Mr. J. WHITE, solicitor of the Treasury and Mr. JONES, Marshal of the Kings Bench prison 
would have it so.”331  White “prevented my obtaining habeas corpus” and Mr. Jones 
(identified as either Lord Kenyon’s relative or a recipient of Kenyon’s patronage) 
threatened Perry with “irons” or the “strong room” if he requested to be moved into the 
King’s Bench prison.  Jones was known to Perry from his previous incarceration in the 
King’s Bench prison, and also in regard to placing a free “puff” in The Argus “extolling the 
law talents of his patron, or relation, Lord Kenyon, in learnedly determining a complex 
criminal case.”332 
 
 
                                       
330  Perry, The Particulars of S. Perry’s Case, 1: 22. 
331  Ibid., 1: 22. 
332  Ibid., 1: 22. 
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As Newgate was a privatized prison where every privilege meant money, Jones’ threats 
towards Perry left little doubt about what treatment Perry could expect if he pursued his 
desire to be removed from Newgate.  Retaliatory threats by the prison marshal were 
another layer of punitive justice exercised through the arbitrary granting of privileges.  So 
what is to be made of Perry’s accusations thus far?  It seems likely that Mr. Jones was 
acting on instructions by threatening Perry over his application for a transfer to the King’s 
Bench prison for it would have afforded Perry with the opportunity of daytime mobility – a 
highly undesirable situation from the government’s point of view considering the lengths it 
had gone to in order to rid itself of this political gadfly.  
 
It is undeniable that the judiciary and the executive arm of government law were rallied 
against Perry.  He had further bitter censure for Jones as he relates an incident in court 
when an unidentified “young gentleman … unsolicited moved the court to a reversal of the 
outlawry” but this “could not be obtained in the absence of the Attorney-General,” who at 
that instant was coming into the court.  Mr. Jones ran up to him, stopped him and 
whispered in his ear which “occasioned his turning around into the Court of Chancery.” 333  
Perry viewed such an incident as “a prison keeper’s whisper [being] more influential on the 
Attorney-General” than the process of law and an example of “the course of justice [being 
usurped ] for the gratification of a personal resentment.”334 From this personal account, we 
evidence a libel case grounded in the “gratification of personal resentment” identified by 
Erskine in the Almon libel trial and in French libels by Darnton.   Perry was not without 
some sympathetic support for his plight as demonstrated by a gallant act on the part of the 
unidentified “young gentleman” moving for a reversal of his outlawry but the forces lined up 
against Perry were powerful and cohesive.     
 
4.4 Perry’s Attempt to Overturn his Outlawry 
There were a number of ways to reverse the sentence of outlawry but these were blocked 
to Perry.   Where the party outlawed came in of his own accord (gratis), or was arrested as 
a consequence of the writ of outlawry (capias utlagatum), he could apply to have the 
outlawry overturned either by writ of error or by motion.  A nineteenth-century legal 
commentator described it thus,  
                                       
333  Ibid., 1: 23. 
334  Ibid., 1: 23. 
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It was not formerly usual for the courts to reverse an outlawry upon motion, for errors in 
fact; the defendant being put to his writ of error for reversing it.  But now, where it 
appears by affidavit, that he was imprisoned, or “beyond sea”, at the time of the exigent 
awarded, the courts, for avoiding the circuitry, will reverse the outlawry upon motion.  
And in a late case, it was so reversed by the court of Common Pleas, although it was 
sworn, that the defendant went beyond sea, in order to avoid the process. 335  
Further, when the outlawry is reversed, or the defendant has obtained a charter of 
pardon, he may be discharged, if in custody, by writ of supersedeas; and his property, 
if taken into the King’s hands, shall be restored to him, by writ of amoveas manus, or 
otherwise, according to the course of the Exchequer.336 
 
The legal ruling implied from the above quote is that Perry’s outlawry could have been 
reversed as he was “beyond sea” at the time the exigent was awarded.  More interestingly, 
if his outlawry was reversed, his property must be returned but this did not happen.   A writ 
of error containing seven averments or errors was filed on June 6, 1795, and Perry was 
brought from Newgate on June 13, to appear before the Court of the King’s Bench to 
assign errors to the proceedings of the outlawry against him in order to overturn the 
outlawry.337  Mr. Manley was his counsel, and it has been assumed that Manley was the 
same attorney associated with the sensational Dean of St. Asaph libel case that had been 
supported by the SCI.  In light of this connection, it is possible that SCI members may 
have been assisting Perry legally and financially to overturn his outlawry; Lord Mansfield 
recognised “it costs them very dear to reverse the same outlawries.”338  After the 
assignments were read, Manley wished to have the concilium entered on the record 
immediately but the Court said it could not be done in the absence of the Attorney-
General.339 Conveniently the Attorney-General was absent again at a crucial juncture of 
this case.  This delay left Perry and his counsel having to return to court and re-state their 
case several months later.340  
   
On June 17, 1795, Manley moved for the Court to appoint an early day to argue the case, 
stating “he did not make this motion merely on behalf of the Defendant, but on the part of 
                                       
335  William Tidd, The Practice of the Courts of King’s Bench and Common Pleas in Personal Actions and Ejectment, (Philadelphia: 
1828), 1: 158.  
336  Tidd, The Practice of the Courts of King’s Bench, 1: 162. 
337  The Whitehall Evening Post, June 13, 1795. 
338  Cobbett’s Complete Collection of State Trials, 19: 1068. 
339  The Oracle and Public Advertiser, June 15, 1795. 
340  Perry, The Particulars of S. Perry’s Case, 1: 23. 
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the creditors, who were anxious that the case should be brought to some conclusion.”341  
Lord Kenyon responded by indicating that the earliest date would be the second day of the 
next Term.  Kenyon also suggested to Manley that he make an application to the Attorney-
General “to know if he would consent to an error in fact, which he might do, although he 
could not admit to error in law.”342 Did Kenyon have to defer to the Attorney-General for 
consent to an error or was Kenyon shifting the onus remembering that a reversal of Perry’s 
outlawry would entail the return of his substantial property343 – a most unlikely outcome 
given the government’s antipathy towards Perry.  
 
The True Briton reported the next phase of proceedings, when on 3 February, 1796, after 
a delay of some seven months, Manley once more appeared before the court and 
summarised Perry’s situation.  He had “pleaded to that information [of a libel on the House 
of Commons], that he had been convicted, that judgment had been entered up, that he 
had been outlawed, that he had obtained a Writ of Error, that errors had been assigned, 
and that he, Manley was then [in Court] to support those errors.” 344  He had three grounds 
of objections to the proceedings of outlawry; first, that there was no arrest warrant 
(capias); second, that there was no day or year on which the writ of exaction (exigent) to 
commence the proceedings to outlawry was issued; and thirdly, that it did not appear that 
the writ of exigent was delivered by the former Sheriffs to their successors.  
 
Once again, Kenyon sought to delay the proceedings since “he had no paper book,” and 
as Manley conceded “it would be no inconvenience to his Client [Perry];” he ordered that 
the case be stood over till some other day.  The case was back in court on Saturday, 6 
February, 1796 when the Lord Chief Justice stated that “a great deal of very laudable 
pains have certainly been taken, and everything has been said on this subject that 
ingenuity can suggest, in a matter that bears so hard against the party, though perhaps 
there is not a great deal of weight in the objections against the outlawry” and they would 
“certainly look into it.”345  Judgment was handed down swiftly, only three days later on 
Tuesday, February 9, with the Lord Chief Justice stating that the objections were 
                                       
341  The Morning Chronicle, June 18, 1795. 
342  Ibid. 
343  The rent and the rates paid on 5 Catherine Street were the largest in that street – £60 in rent and £6 in rates.  The other properties 
were considerably cheaper, in some cases half, indicating that the building was substantial.  Hiding the identity of proprietorship 
seems indicative of government secrecy especially if Treasury and those associated with Pitt’s government were beneficiaries.     
344  The True Briton, February 5, 1796. 
345  The Times, February 8, 1796. 
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unfounded, and that “the Court never entertained any great doubts upon this subject … 
and as it was of importance to the defendant, the Court could not be too well satisfied 
before they pronounced judgment.”346  The outlawry was therefore affirmed and Perry was 
doomed to a life of perpetual imprisonment in Newgate.  The Star on February 10, 1796, 
included in its report of the proceedings that “In consequence of this he [Perry] will be 
brought up this Term, and receive judgment on the outlawry.”  The challenge to the 
outlawry was extensively written up in legal proceedings.347   
 
4.5 Profound Consequences for Perry 
In 1796, following the case, the matter must have been of sufficient public interest for The 
Monthly Magazine or British Register to devote two issues in its Law Report section 
entitled “Dissertation on the Outlawry of the unfortunate Mr. Sampson Perry” detailing the 
background to the legal issues surrounding outlawry in general and Sampson Perry’s case 
in particular.348 The consequence of the affirmation of outlawry had a number of impacts.  
According to The Monthly Magazine, “in misdemeanors, outlawry is generally a more 
severe punishment than would be inflicted for the offence of which the outlaw stands 
accused or convicted.  It is perpetual imprisonment, a forfeiture of his goods and chattels, 
and all the profits of his real estate, and many incapacities!!!,”349 reaffirming Lord 
Mansfield’s legal opinion handed down thirty years earlier.  The prisoner is punished twice 
for the one crime with the second punishment being out of proportion to the crime. A 
similar concern was expressed five years later in The Morning Post & Gazetteer.350  
Outlawry, the commentator observed: 
 
is essentially different in its nature as whether growing out of civil or criminal suit 
whether from a process of debt, misdemeanor or treason.  In the case of Captain Perry 
being a misdemeanor from conviction for libel we are at a loss to know what steps can 
be taken as long as the Chief Justice deems the reason for reversal not satisfactory.  
We believe, however, that in the case of Mr. Wilkes, Lord Mansfield himself (though far 
from being friendly to the prisoner) pointed out errors in the proceedings against him; 
                                       
346  The Times, February 10, 1796. 
347  101 E.R. 710, R. v S. Perry (1796) 6 Term Reports 573; and HeinOnline – 101 Eng. Rep. 710 1378-1865.   
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349  The Monthly Magazine or British Register, III: 552. 
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and it has been the opinion of many that the Judge is bound to do so in certain cases 
of that kind.  If otherwise, what has the sufferer to expect but imprisonment for life? A 
punishment the Legislature unquestionably never intended.351    
 
By drawing a comparison between the legal outcome in Perry’s case as to that of Wilkes, 
was the journalist pondering, very publically, whether there had been a miscarriage of 
justice?  Mansfield, not partial to Wilkes’ politics, did find errors in proceedings in order to 
alleviate the severity of the outlawry while Kenyon, given an opportunity by Manley to find 
averments, failed to do so.   What was the punishment intended for Perry if it was not 
incarceration without end?  In 1801, when the matter of his outlawry was raised again as it 
had been in The Monthly Magazine in 1796352 Pitt was no longer in office and the Lord 
Chief Justice, Kenyon, had retired from the bench so Perry, to all intents and purposes a 
political prisoner, could be released without political and judicial loss of face.     
 
The Morning Chronicle of 29 January, 1801, reported on the reversal of the outlawry of Sir 
Henry B. Hayes, because of an error in fact.  The basis of the error was that the defendant 
was out of the kingdom, as Perry was, when the outlawry passed.  It begs the question as 
to why the issue of being “beyond sea” (which would have been known to the Chief 
Justice) and the fact that Perry was incarcerated in the Luxembourg for over a year and 
could not return even if he wished, were not raised by Perry’s counsel, Mr. Manley, in 
lodging the writ of error in his attempt to have Perry’s outlawry reversed. If such argument 
had been raised, surely it would have been reported.  Manley may have been 
incompetent, but that seems too easy an explanation.  It would appear that the legal 
arguments as presented to the Lord Chief Justice Kenyon cognisant of Perry’s absence 
from the country and who had admitted an error in fact but not in law, were not going to 
change the outcome of Perry’s case.  The Lord Chief Justice would not want the ignominy 
of the general public knowing that some government officials had to return Perry’s 
property.  
 
Newgate records indicate that Perry was committed on April 3, 1795 as Sampson Perry 
Esq. “an outlaw” written under his name.  There was no personal description of him as was 
the case for the other prisoners and he remained on the roll as “Esquire” until 28 
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September, 1801, when the names were transferred to the new roll but now ‘Esquire’ was 
omitted for “debtor.”353  His crime was “Certain Misdemeanours” and his status in Newgate 
remained as “Standing charged with outlawry, and was at the last Session ordered to 
remain until discharged by due course of the law.”  There is no evidence that a judgment 
was ever handed down for Perry’s conviction for the libel on the House of Commons, or, 
for that matter, on the later two libel charges, (Fleet Prison and the Letter to the French 
National Convention) as the sentence column in the Newgate Prison Register remains 
blank.  He was left to languish on the felon side for the duration of Pitt’s tenure in office.  
 
Pitt’s government did not see fit to transport him which was “a penalty for writing, printing, 
publishing or uttering any words or sentences to incite the people to hatred of the 
government”354 – Perry certainly fitted into that category.  Margarot, a fellow radical was 
transported to Australia, Frost was pilloried, but Perry did not suffer either of these horrors 
due, it can only be supposed, to politically influential friends who saw to it that he remained 
in England.  After Pitt left office in 1801, Perry was released and received a free pardon on 
17 May, 1802.355  The Monthly Magazine’s obituary for Perry in August, 1823, claimed that 
“through the interest of a branch of his family, he obtained the royal pardon,”356 but to date 
this claim has not been substantiated.  If so, the most likely approach for a royal pardon 
would be from his son-in-law, Lieutenant Colonel Charles Augustus West, Governor of 
Landguard Fort, who had spent twelve years as a Page of Honour to George III between 
1782 and 1794. 
 
Perry had refused to be silent and had continued resolutely with his radical message while 
on the felon side of Newgate.  He restated the House of Commons libel which had put him 
into Newgate in his introduction to his two-volumed An Historical Sketch of the French 
Revolution.  Finding himself in the company of other detained radical literati gave Perry 
those webs of sociability that fostered his literary output.  Newgate allowed him the 
solitude conducive to writing, to recall his past and to ponder on the state of current 
politics.  Rogers is of the opinion that “it was because they were locked up together, 
threatened with death and subjected to prurient surveillance that Newgate radicals were 
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able to make an enthusiastic cultural revolution.”357  There is a paradox inherent within this 
situation, that of imprisoned reformers maintaining a rage that “dictated new responses to 
the articulation of opposition”358 without drawing government intervention that would curtail 
their explosion of literary activity and its subsequent radical publishing co-operative.  It 
begs the question as to why the government went to such lengths to incarcerate these 
radicals only to tolerate the continuance of unabated sedition from their place of 
imprisonment.  
 
His major political work entitled An Historical Sketch of the French Revolution was 
concluded on 30 January 1796.  This remarkable opus is Perry’s record of an event of 
immense historical importance yet no historian has subjected its content to critical 
analysis.  How he collated so many records of conversations and events pertaining to the 
revolution while in Newgate is a mystery worthy of an explanation.    Oppression!!! (1795), 
a “short polemical pamphlet outlining his exemplary history of persecution at the hands of 
the government”359 was written in his first year of imprisonment.   A 1795 review of this 
publication stated that “He calls upon his countrymen to urge his prosecutors to defend 
their conduct by producing their charge and substantiating the proof.”360  Historically, its 
significance lies in the personal nature of his account of persecution.  He launched The 
Argus or General Observer – a Political Miscellany in 1796, reviving memories of his 
newspaper The Argus and giving a non-partisan perspective of events in revolutionary 
France to the English reading public.361  The Origins of Government (1797), a short work 
of political theory based, he said, on Paine’s The Rights of Man and it is the closest Perry 
came to dedicating one of his literary efforts to Paine.    
 
Of prisoner visitors we have no record other than the possibility that William Godwin, a 
literary and philosophical giant of the reform movement, called on Perry during his many 
visits to the prison.  Perry is recorded as having visited Godwin’s home on 14 October, 
1804, and Perry’s wife Barbara lunched at Godwin’s home on 9 August, 1823 just after 
                                       
357  Rogers, Censorship and Creativity. 
358  Ibid. 
359  McCalman, “Sampson Perry.” British Reform Writers 1789-1832. 
360  The English Review or an Abstract of English and Foreign Literature (1795), 26: 148.  The review further claims that Perry was 
offered fifty guineas to become a government man with an additional one guinea per week.  
361  In researching Perry and The Argus, it has been revealed that biographical references to the Miscellany and The Argus are often 
erroneous and that historians get the two productions confused.  The Miscellany is most definitely pro-French, a charge which is 
also made of The Argus.    
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Perry’s death.362  Godwin’s daughter Mary Shelley records in her journals a number of 
Perrys but it is uncertain as to whether they were all related though there is circumstantial 
evidence of a connection.363  
 
4.6  “Oppression!!!”  –  Perry’s Perspective on Pittite Persecution 
Perry outlined his political persecution by the Pitt government in a polemical pamphlet 
entitled “Oppression!!!  The appeal of Captain Perry to the people of England containing a 
justification of his principles and conduct which have rendered him obnoxious to ministerial 
tyranny.”  The pamphlet originated in response to a “malignant paragraph [that had] 
appeared in one of those diurnal Oracles”364 announcing his capture as he was “inviting 
the abode of Newgate as an asylum, rather than dwell in the land of discordant and 
merciless freedom.”365  Taking up his pen, he sent a letter to the Telegraph on 25 April, 
1795 denouncing the article and presenting a cogent argument detailing the tactics used 
by Pitt’s government to persecute him and other reformers.  Citizen Lee published his 
letter along with a copy of an anonymous letter entitled “Mysteries of the Spy Trade.”  
Perry’s first hand account appears to marry with the evidence presented so far concerning 
the conduct of his libel case but more scholarship is needed.  It portrays vividly the tactics 
by which the Pitt government harassed and persecuted those it deemed as problematic to 
the interests of the State. 
 
Perry greets his reader in French republican style – “Fellow Citizens” – announcing that his 
day in court to argue his case at the King’s Bench366 had been “passed over.”  As his case 
had been prejudiced by the “malevolence of certain venal newspaper conductors”, (i.e. 
those in the pay of the Treasury), he had been forced, not out of notoriety but by the desire 
that his case be presented directly to the public.  A reciprocity between society and the 
individual should offer protection but, in his case, he is “oppressed and I feel my own 
power inadequate to remove that oppression.” He was enduring psychological anguish 
arising from the legal tactic of prolonged delays that were employed by Pitt’s government, 
                                       
362  Barbara went with Jane Williams (née Cleveland). 
363  William Perry of Penhurst, heir of Capt. John Perry (of Dagenham Breach fame), was the grandfather of Percy Bysche Shelley, 
Mary’s husband and the Perrys mentioned may belong to that branch of the family. Her mother was Elizabeth Jane Sydney Perry, 
who married  Bysche Shelley.  
364  Perry, The Particulars of S. Perry’s Case, 1: 1.  The offending article was entitled “Sampson Perry” printed in The Oracle, March 
28, 1795. 
365  The Oracle 28 March, 1795 
366  Penelope Maitland in her letter to Charlotte of May 4, 1795 “I expected to read his examination on the 22 April as you mentioned 
that was the day appointed for it….” Maitland-Perry MSS, Bodleian Library, Oxford University.  Perry was supposed to appear 
before the Privy Council on April 22, 1795.  Hardy et al appeared before the Privy Council. 
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the newspaper articles which had calumniated him and the fact that he was outside the 
protection of the law.    
 
Perry argues that governing a free country should be an “expression of the public will and 
attenuated to the public good” but when perverted, society is no longer “secure from the 
undue exercise of so dangerous a power,” which Perry lamented as favouring vested 
interests aligned to the Pitt government.  Attorneys-General or other Law Officers are but 
“mandatories or proxies for the public in the administration of the law” and their role was 
not to “gratify resentment or indulge the vengeance of any persons.” This observation 
returns repeatedly in matters pertaining to libel cases – the gratification of resentment – 
which Perry berates as the “wanton exercise of power and an abuse of public trust” to 
benefit a select few. 
 
Disguising its real intent, the State personalized its action (a tactic used in all of Perry’s 
libel cases) by altering the focus from the political to the personal.  Perry identified how the 
exercise of vengeance against him through the magnification of danger to the state was a 
ploy resorted to by the Pitt government in the House of Commons libel.  The indictment 
was served prior to the completion of his imprisonment term for previous libels and the 
payment of the ₤300367 fine for those libels.  The Argus “had certainly descanted with 
freedom on the conduct of Ministers” in the hope of achieving his political objectives which 
were “yielding to the demands of a very great majority of the people for a reform in the 
Representation and correcting acknowledged abuses in the Government” as well as the 
“threatened interference of the Government in the internal affairs of France.”  Perry returns 
to his attachment to France, a personal, perhaps familial sense of belonging, which, 
although difficult to substantiate, was clearly important enough for him to declare at a time 
of war between France and England.  Such declarations opened Perry to suspicions, even 
charges, of disloyalty to his country given his prior political activities in France.   
 
It was a menacing habit of the government, Perry declared, “to select paragraphs here and 
there which might by innuendoes be construed as libels on government or as having a 
seditious tendency.” To writers “telling the truth of it and thereby exposing its 
[government’s] defects to every man’s understanding” opened them to libel charges and 
                                       
367  Approximate equivalence £30,000 today. 
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charges of sedition for “exciting dislike to the government as it exists at present”.  The 
conundrum for reformers was how “can you detail the abuses which are so palpable in it 
without exciting such dislike?”  A citizen will protest only if there is a sense of grievance 
against government.  Perry’s use of the republican “citizen” and not the royal “subject” 
leaves his reader in no doubt that he envisages government as having a direct relationship 
and duty to the people bypassing the anachronistic arbitrary authority of a King over the 
populace.  Authority must be mediated by a Parliament.  
 
Battered by his many experiences before Kenyon and the special juries, the precarious 
situation in which writers like Perry seeking reform found themselves was familiar to him.  
Juries in libel cases, in particular special juries, were likely to adopt the position of 
upholding government action despite the intent of Fox’s Libel Bill that had been introduced 
in May 1792.  The onus for deciding a verdict may have shifted to the jury but Perry’s 
polemic suggests the Attorney-General was usurping Fox’s legislation by nominating 
special juries in order to achieve the desired verdict.  Perpetual imprisonment on the felon 
side of Newgate because of his outlawry, not his libel conviction, was the “vengeance of 
my adversaries to crush me and the Argus together.”  The extensive use of “numerous” 
ex-officio informations precluded bail as it would be ruinous (e.g. King’s fine) thereby 
providing the impetus, on advice, “to withdraw” and allowed Pitt’s government to avoid a 
trial that would draw publicity to Perry’s case.  
 
His flight from England allowed Pitt’s government “seizure of every part of my property and 
to drive me from my concerns, my family, and my country and a newspaper, printing 
office368 etc. established at the expense of upwards of ₤4,000, were thrown into utter ruin.”  
The legal means by which Pitt’s government seized Perry’s property is not stated but he is 
alleging it happened as a result of the “advertisement in the Gazette” rendering him 
“”proscribed”.  What was the legal mechanism for Perry’s being proscribed and was Pitt’s 
government acting legally in this case? Suspension of Habeas Corpus as claimed by 
Davenport-Hill may have been the legal mechanism for the seizure of Perry’s property 
prior to his having been declared an outlaw.  Whatever the process, the salient point is the 
citizen’s vulnerability to the whim of those who are able to manipulate and utilise the legal 
processes to their own advantage.  
                                       
368  Perry’s claim to have a printing office as well as a newspaper lends credibility to the assertions made that he was engaged in more 
than just printing a newspaper.  The printing and distribution of pamphlets needs exploration. 
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Perry proceeded to lambast an article entitled ‘SAMPSON PERRY’ written “with a 
malignant joy” in the Ministerial paper, The Oracle, a month earlier on the 28 March 1795, 
which asserted that “this violent person,” and “a violent reviler of government,” returned to 
England as he had become “obnoxious and suspected as an Englishmen of being a friend 
of religion and Royalty.”  The article was “an outrage on truth.”  Fourteen months of French 
imprisonment had not embittered Perry as “every person, natives and strangers suffered 
unavoidably” not only from war but “from the ephemeral tyranny of men who are now no 
more”.  The French, he concluded, did “everything in their power to make them 
[imprisoned British] forget their past sufferings.”  The revolution, “the terrible flame which 
has raged with so much violence, has consumed so much it has not failed to purify that 
which it has left behind,” justifying the revolution to his English audience - the State has 
been “purified”.  Perry alleges that “the proceedings against me have been extraordinary 
and severe, not to be justified upon the mere ground or accusation of seditious or libelous 
writings”.  What is Perry alleging here?  It may have been a matter of perception. The 
outlawry charge was severe but not if Pitt felt that the State was being subverted.  Perry 
concludes by asking “his prosecutors” to produce their charge and substantiate their proof 
as his examination before the Privy Council, which was to have taken place on 22 April, 
1795369 had not materialized and he could not afford to take his matter before the King’s 
Bench as “nothing but money”, which the Pitt government had stripped from him, “can 
move the King’s Bench or any other Court of Law”.  As a patriot, Perry wanted his liberty, 
not compensation for the huge financial and personal losses he had incurred at the hands 
of Pitt’s government. 
 
A contemporary reviewer of Perry’s “Oppression!!!” pamphlet in The London Review of 
1796,370 writes that Perry “calls upon his countrymen to urge his prosecutors to defend 
their conduct, by producing their charge and substantiating the proof.  He is unable to pay 
the expense in the pursuit of legal justice – yet he resisted the temptation of fifty guineas in 
hand offered on condition of becoming a spy for the government and one guinea regularly 
for each weekly report.”  If true, it suggests that the government may have overreached its 
judicial hand and was offering Perry a means to exit Newgate.  He refused, just as he had 
done in the Walter libel case.  
                                       
369  Maitland letter to Charlotte West, May 4, 1795. Maitland-Perry MSS, Bodleian Library, Oxford University. Date not verified. 
370   The English Review, or an Abstract of the English and Foreign Literature, (1795), 26: 148. 
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The “Oppression!!!” document stands as a poignant, rational first hand account by Perry of 
his treatment by Pitt’s government.  He had the intellectual capacity to allow him to argue 
his case in a logical manner, identify the political tactics being employed, not only against 
him but more widely against the reformers and their movement.  It demonstrates how the 
government, in full control of the political narrative through selected newspapers was able 
to divert public clamouring for a more representative parliament by magnifying the 
perceived danger to civil society.  Political wars were personified and gratification for 
perceived resentments were sought in the courts.  They did this by preparing numerous 
ex-officio informations drawn from selected writings deemed to be seditious and 
prosecuted the individual.  
 
4.7 Summary  
Describing his capture and incarceration on his return from France as an act that “would 
disgrace the most barbarian state”,371 Perry was bemoaning what he believed was the 
collapse of the rule of law; an observation grounded in brutal reality.  The advice to flee 
England was a pre-meditated and vindictive act by those government officials who would 
have understood the ensuing legal consequences for Perry – beyond what was warranted 
for a libel.  
 
Perry’s participation in the campaigning for the reformation of parliament and the liberty of 
the press was confrontational and ahead of its time.  If he had revived The Argus in Paris, 
however briefly, it would have made him a formidable political opponent of the Pitt 
government, especially as he would have been assisted by the literary efforts of Paine and 
others.  It would have been a literary missile across the Channel had fate not intervened in 
the form of the Reign of Terror and Perry’s imprisonment. 
 
His return to London was the calculated risk of a man yearning for home and family.  
Newgate became his abode for seven years but his time was not absorbed in self-pity for 
he has left a first-hand account of his persecution at the hands of government not only in 
his Oppression!!! pamphlet but also in the particulars of his case which he outlined in the 
preface of An Historical Sketch of the French Revolution.   As the French Revolution has 
                                       
371  Perry, The Particulars of S. Perry’s Case, 1: 31. 
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long been a topic for scholars, Perry’s An Historical Sketch of the French Revolution       
deserves academic study.   
 
The sequence of events leading to the confiscation of his property, prior to his being 
legally declared an outlaw, requires further investigation.  Was Kenyon’s obfuscation at 
attempts to overturn Perry’s outlawry compounded by his alleged involvement in Perry’s 
property at 5 Catherine Street and the proprietorship of The True Briton.  It warrants 
further scholarship for it goes to the heart of the administration of justice under Pitt’s 
leadership.  
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5 Conclusion 
 
Jeremy Seabrook argues “radicals rarely flourish so well as in their obituaries, which locate 
their struggles against prevailing orthodoxy, public opinion or received ideas and stress 
their indispensability in the march of progress towards our present state of enlightenment 
and freedom.”372  In Sampson Perry’s case, his obituaries preserve his long forgotten 
advocacy for civil and religious reforms against a political hegemony determined to 
maintain its power.  These obituaries have proven to be a vital secondary source in 
recalling his political associations, his literary output and the many libel cases brought 
against him by Pitt’s government. This thesis has established Perry as a persistent pursuer 
of the democratic ideal and as a major player in, and a promoter of, the reform movement 
to an extent that has never been realised.  Through the pages of his newspaper, The 
Argus, the reform agenda, along with numerous social and political issues were promoted 
and disseminated throughout Britain and Ireland, enraging Pitt’s government to such a 
fever pitch that it became “absolutely necessary to curb the insolence of Perry”.373  It 
reacted egregiously by initiating a barrage of “ex-officio” libel charges against Perry, the 
most devastating of which proved to be the House of Commons libel case which prompted 
him to flee to France.  This libel case enabled the government to manipulate Perry’s public 
image and create a narrative through their ministerial newspapers that portrayed him as a 
dangerous, seditious traitor,374 a “reviler of government” who was so acrimonious to “the 
blessings of the English Constitution”375 that he attempted to “carry off the pillars of the 
Constitutional fabric”.376  It was the government’s manipulation of his narrative that 
consigned Perry to historical obscurity.   
 
At all stages of this research, the figure of Sampson Perry has been kept to the fore as 
each discernible and discoverable circumstance in his life leading up to, and impacting 
upon, the House of Commons libel case has unfolded.  Inaccurate biographical references 
persisting for two hundred years have been debunked and his long established French 
connections, possibly familial, that were to prove so politically toxic for him have been 
                                       
372  Seabrook, “British Radicals”, 84. 
373  Donald E. Ginter, “The Financing of the Whig Party Organisation 1783-1793,” The American Historical Review 71 No. 2 (Jan. 
1966): 421-440.  Ginter attributes the reference to James Perry but it is unlikely that he would have been regarded as “insolent.”  
374  In Sheridan’s address to Parliament in 1793 he was reported as saying that “The public were to look upon these two (Perry and 
Frost) gentlemen as traitors.” Parliamentary Register or History of the Proceeding and Debates of the House of Commons 
(Picadilly: Printed by J. Debrett, 1793), XXXV: 2-19. 
375  The Oracle, March 28, 1795. 
376  The World, December 10, 1792, London.  This scathing paragraph appeared on the day that Perry’s House of Commons verdict 
was delivered. 
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unfolding but there is more to be revealed.  Fluent in French and a regular visitor to the 
country, he was in a unique position to observe the calamitous effects on the French 
society and economy of an ineffectual monarchy and government that was incapable of 
reform.  These personal insights permitted him to rationalise those excesses associated 
with the French Revolution and to dismiss those “painful instances of human ferocity 
arising out of the former debasement of the People … with a philosophic eye”377.  To him, 
it was the “purity of the idea” with its natured rights and the sovereignty of the people that 
needed to be fulfilled.   
 
Perry saw in the French Revolution those political objectives which satisfied his ideal for 
reform.  His Newgate publications that stand as his testament to his political theories have 
remained virtually ignored until recently when Rogers began to analyse these writings,378 
notably of his An Historical Sketch of the French Revolution.  It is hoped that Perry’s 
writings will receive the attention of scholars willing to analyse his writings and to conduct 
historical research on his political activities in Paris as well as London.   
 
The tantalising question remains as to whether the one existing copy of The Argus 
published in Paris in 1793 and held at Tolibac was Perry’s initiative.  If the French were 
funding his newspaper in London, then why not continue in Paris? If this is the case, then 
Perry was indeed a formidable opponent of Pitt’s policies with contacts, finance and the 
organisational ability to get a paper published and then distributed across the Channel.  
 
The causes of his radicalisation are complex.  His frustration with the nascent medical 
colleges that chose to mimic the prevailing social hierarchy with its culture of patronage 
rather than professional merit is to be found in his numerous medical disquisitions.  
Moran’s inclusion of Perry in his recent history on urolithiasis indicates that these works 
are worthy of revisiting from a historical medical/scientific standpoint.  His far-sighted 
medical concepts such as advocating for clinical trials of Adams solvent and the promotion 
of diet and exercise are now regarded as modern concepts in medical practice.  He 
understood the importance of marketing by associating his client list with his product.  
Despite achieving financial success through his entrepreneurial efforts, Perry’s frustration 
                                       
377  Perry, An Historical Sketch of the French Revolution, 2: iv. 
378  Rogers, Vectors in Revolution, 36-384. 
 103 
  
 
 
at the status quo seemed to harden, perhaps spurred on by additional disappointments 
involving the militia. The impetus for his tilt at the prevailing political system through the 
pages of The Argus, upon which he staked so much, was located in these rejections.   
 
Giving a voice to Paine and the democratic ideal through The Argus was heroic but 
dangerous.  “From the point of view of the ruling powers” opines Keane, “such public 
solidarity with Paine’s efforts to foment discussion about the rights of citizens within the 
lower ranks was the most dangerous of trends.  It was this and not the French Revolution 
that gave them [the government] nightmares.”379  With the “Weekly list of Ministerial lies”, 
support for religious liberty of Roman Catholics in Ireland, or trumpeting that “Placemen, 
Pimps and Parasites” had to go380 The Argus fed the government’s anxieties that Perry 
and his printing presses were successfully aiding, abetting and fomenting dissent against 
the State.  From an historical perspective, it is necessary to quantify the level of hostility in 
The Argus by analysing the number and the nature of dissident articles that were 
published.    
 
Perry’s House of Commons libel case stands as a compelling demonstration of the 
miscarriage of justice. The judiciary and the executive arms of government worked 
together to achieve a desired outcome, the truth of a supposed libel was immaterial, a 
subject’s property could be seized at the whim of government and there was no liberty of 
the press to call a government to account for its actions.  Errors in the Prosecution Brief, 
evidence not grounded in fact that went unchallenged and Perry being charged with 
publishing the libel despite evidence to the contrary reflect upon the conduct of the case by 
the Lord Chief Justice Kenyon at the instigation of Pitt’s government.  Further insult 
followed when the judiciary pursued Perry for outlawry for it meant that, not only was he 
condemned twice for the same crime, he was placed outside the protection of the law and 
received a sentence of perpetual incarceration.   
 
The role of the Chief Justice in Perry’s case needs investigation to ascertain whether 
Kenyon failed to observe proper process of law especially in relation to Perry’s attempts to 
overturn his outlawry.  The assertion, made after Pitt had departed from office, that the 
                                       
379  Keane, Tom Paine, 330. 
380  The Argus of the People, November 3, 1792. 
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outlawry sentence was “a punishment which the Legislature had never intended”381 is 
suggestive of a premeditated vendetta against Perry because of the content in his 
newspaper.  Evidence exists that the public were of the opinion that Perry was an outlaw 
as a consequence of the House of Commons libel trial and that he had committed high 
treason suggesting a media campaign had been waged to advance this belief. Upon what 
legal basis was Perry’s two valuable properties seized immediately after his House of 
Commons trial needs to be answered.    
 
On the evidence cited thus far, Kenyon, as the Lord Chief Justice and other government 
officials appear to have been beneficiaries of the confiscation of 5 Catherine Street 
reputedly worth £4000.  As to who held the proprietorship after Perry needs to be resolved 
for it goes to the heart of the administration of justice in the eighteenth century.  All 
attempts by Perry to overturn his outlawry were thwarted by Kenyon because, if 
successful, Perry’s property would have to be returned.  Perry’s (royal?)382 pardon and 
release from Newgate in 1802 after Pitt and Kenyon had left office vindicates the claim of 
political interference in his legal proceedings and his outlawry charge.  
 
Sampson Perry, his House of Commons libel and its outcomes are a prism through which 
a very personal, highly political, eighteenth-century drama can be distilled to lay bare the 
elements of a political vendetta against reformers.  The libel and ensuing court cases 
acted as a smoke screen through which two opposing forces waged their battles.  E.P 
Thompson in his classic study of the origins of modern English society concludes “the 
agitation of the 1790’s was extraordinarily intensive and far-reaching.  It altered the sub-
political attitudes of the people, affected class alignments and initiated traditions which 
stretch forward into the present century.  It was an English agitation of impressive 
dimensions for an English democracy.”383  This political agitation was strewn with epic 
courage and human misery, where reputations were won or lost to history.  A 
determination not to be cowed by the power of the State was passed to subsequent 
generations and the power of the written word and the ideals enveloped by those words 
                                       
381  The Morning Post and Gazetteer, July 14, 1801.  This article implies that Perry’s outlawry case was under consideration but the 
Chief Justice could not agree to a reversal.  It discusses Manfield’s actions in the outlawry of Wilkes and intimates that Perry’s 
perpetual incarceration was an outcome not intended by the law.   
382  Extensive searches have failed to uncover the pardon and the legal circumstances surrounding the pardon. The only evidence to 
date is the entry “Free Pardoned 17th May 1802” contained in the Newgate Criminal Register 1801/1802, page 100. HO 77, The 
National Archives, Kew.   The Monthly Magazine or British Register of August 1823 wrote that “through the interest of a branch of 
his family, he obtained the royal pardon.” However as Habeas Corpus was reinstated in March 1801 it could have been used as a 
trigger for Perry’s eventual pardon. 
383  Thompson, The Making of the English Working Class, 111.  
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have endured as an inspiring, formidable force for political agitation.  Perry never 
succumbed to the vicissitudes that were dealt out to him by Pitt’s government and 
continued his pursuit for democratic ideals until his death in 1823.  
 
The final words must go to Erskine who defended many of the eighteenth century radicals 
including Sampson Perry and his friend Thomas Paine.  In Erskine’s epic four-hour oration 
to the jury in Paine’s trial, he distils with great clarity the impetus for Perry’s publication of 
the offending paragraph.  The liberty of the press, Erskine opined was grounded in the 
principle:  
… that every man, not intending to mislead, but seeking to enlighten others with what his 
own reason and conscience, however erroneously, have dictated to him as truth, may 
address himself to the universal reason of a whole nation, either upon the subject of 
governments in general, or upon that of our own particular country …. 
 
It was Perry’s libel trials that made him notorious, but it was his fearless and relentless 
advocacy in the face of overwhelming opposition, now forgotten, that made him heroic. 
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Feb 1789 11 Jul 1789 23 Nov 1789 £50, 
12 months in 
Newgate, 
Pillory. 
R vs Walter  
for libel on  
the Prince of Wales 
The Times 
26 Feb 1789  
Feb 1789 3 Feb 1790 3 Feb 1790 £100, 
12 months in 
Newgate, after 
former 
sentence. 
R vs Walter  
for libel on  
the Duke of 
Clarence 
The Times 
5 May 1789 
May 1789   3 Feb 1790 £100, 
Detained in 
Newgate until 
paid. 
R vs Walter 
for libel on  
John King 
The Times 
30 Oct 1790, 
2 Nov 1790. 
Dec 1790 21 Feb 1791 23 Feb 1791 Convicted  
but no 
sentenced 
imposed. 
R vs Perry  
for libel related to  
Nootka Sound 
The Argus #519, 
5 Nov 1790  
  21 Feb 1791 23 Nov 1791 £100, 
Detained in 
Marshalsea until 
paid. 
R vs Perry  
for libel on  
John & William 
Walter 
The Argus 
#495,  
8 Oct 1790, 
#561,  
30 Dec 1790, 
#573,  
7 Jan 1791. 
Feb 1791 15 Jun 1791 9 Jul 1791 6 months in 
Marshalsea 
R vs Perry  
for libel on  
Lady Fitzgibbon 
The Argus 
#610,  
26 Feb 1791 
  16 Jun 1791 9 Jul 1791 £200, 
6 months in 
Marshalsea, 
after former 
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R vs Perry 
for libel related to 
the House of 
Commons 
The Argus of the 
Constitution 
8 May 1792 
May 1792 8 Dec 1792 8 Dec 1792 Found guilty in 
absentia, no 
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imposed. 
R vs Perry 
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The Argus of the 
People 
13 Nov 1792 
Nov 1792 Jan 1793 (?) Jan 1793  
(?) 
Found guilty in 
absentia, no 
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imposed. 
R vs Perry 
for libel for 
publishing an 
Address to French 
National 
Convention 
The Argus of the 
People 
16 Nov 1792 
Nov 1792 Jan 1793 (?) Jan 1793  
(?) 
Found guilty in 
absentia, no 
sentence ever 
imposed. 
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D: House of Commons Libel Case - Brief for the Prosecution (Transcript)384 
 
In the King’s Bench 
   Libel HofComs (in pencil) 
Middx 
The King     
    for a 
Agt     Misdemeanor 
    
Sampson Perry  
  
Brief for the Crown 
The Crown stands for tryal by a Special Jury at Westmr Hall for the sittings after 
Michaelmas Term 1792.385 
 
Mr Atty General 
Mr Toufont? 
withyou         Mr Boarcroft 
Mr Baldwin 
Mr Wood 
 
Chamberlayne Solicitor 
White Asst  
 
 
In the King’s Bench  
 
Brief for the Prosecution   The King  
            agst                                 For a Misdemeanor 
Sampson Perry  
 
The Defendant pleaded Not Guilty to the information copy whereof is left herewith. 
The Defendant Sampson Perry is now the sole Proprietor of the newspaper called The 
Argus and on the 8th day of May last he thought fit to publish in the Argus of that day the 
following paragraph viz 
                                       
384  Treasury Solicitors Papers TS 11/41/150 - Brief for the Prosecution, fo. 21-23. The National Archives, Kew. 
385  Sitting Term from September to December. 
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“While it is acknowledged by all parties that the present House of Commons is not 
composed of the real Representative of the People does it not follow that the subjects of 
this state deserve the admiration rather than the abuse of Ministers for submitting 
peaceably to laws which in the strict sense of the word cannot be called legitimate if not 
enacted by their own consent.” 
 
It is impossible for any sober minded person to read the above paragraph without being 
convinced that it was the author’s intention to have it believed that the present House of 
Commons are not the real representatives of the people and on that account to make the 
people believe they are not bound to obey any laws which should be made by them – this 
being the tendency of the paper in question it is impossible for anyone to contend that it is 
not a libel. 
 
We shall make no observations upon it but state how we mean to affect the defendant with 
being the publisher of the newspaper in which the libel is inserted.  
 
As to which there will be but little difficulty - We shall prove that the newspaper called The 
Argus in which the libel is inserted was on the 8th day of May bought at the printing office. 
No 9 Catherine Street, Strand the place mentioned in the newspaper for taking in 
advertisement, essays, Articles of intelligence and where the same is published daily etc 
etc. Though we shall not be able to prove that the paper in question was actually published 
by the defendant himself or in his presence yet we shall prove his frequently attending at 
the shop and acting as the owner and proprietor of the Argus a newspaper in which it was 
published. 
 
For this purpose we shall produce a bond entered into by the defendant to His majesty for 
payment of the stamp duties payable for the advertisements published in the newspaper 
called the Argus. 
 
In this bond which is dated the 1 December 1790.  The obligors386 are thus described – 
John Powell printer of The Argus William Adams publisher and Sampson Perry (the 
defendant) proprietor of the Argus.   This bond was executed by the defendant in the 
presence of Richard Barry, The Clerk of the Securities in the Stamp Office and he will 
                                       
386  Obligor – definition from Oxford Dictionary - “person who has legally bound himself to another”. 
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show it to have been executed by the defendant.  To this evidence we shall be able to add 
that the defendant acted as the sole proprietor of the paper by paying the duties which 
have been all paid up to the month of May last and that upon his being called upon for the 
payment of £130/16/- the duties due from him – for advertisements inserted in his paper 
during the Month of May last he promised to call upon the Commissioners at the Stamp 
Office of the 19th of this instant387 and that he would then fix a time for the payment thereof 
and that he accordingly called at the office on Tuesday the 20th and left word that he would 
certainly pay the duties on the then next Saturday sennight.388   
 
John Boult will produce the newspaper called the Argus in which the libel is inserted and 
prove that on the 8th day of May 1792 he bought the same at the pubic office No 6 
Catherine Street Strand being the office where it is printed and published and where 
advertisements for that paper are taken in. 
 
Henry Claridge will prove that by the order of the Commissioners of Stamps he went to the 
defendant as the Proprietor of the Argus at the printing office in Catherine Street to call for 
payment of the sum of £130/16/- for the Duties on the Advertisements inserted in the 
Argus for the month of May last and that the Defendant then promised to call on the 
Commissioners on the following Monday being the 19th instant and that he would then fix a 
time for the payment thereof.  
 
Joseph West will prove that the Defendant accordingly called at the Stamp Office on 
Tuesday 20th instant and left word that he would pay the duties on the next Saturday 
sennight. 
 
Richard Barry will produce the bond entered into by the Defendant as proprietor of the 
Argus and he will prove the Execution thereof by the Defendant and in this bond the 
Defendant is titled the proprietor of the Argus.  
                                       
387  Instant = November 1792, the only month in 1792 where there was a Monday 19th. 
388  Sennight – definition from the Oxford Dictionary - week as in next week or Monday week. 
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E: The Argus of the Constitution, No. 1044. Wednesday, July 11, 1792 389, 390, 391 
 
To the BRITISH NATION 
 
Friends and fellow Citizens 
How long will you continue in your lethargy, and tamely brook the injuries insults which 
are repeatedly beaming upon you?  There was once a time, when Englishmen, jealous of 
their liberty, would severely punish the least attempt to encroach upon it.  What a strange 
reverie!  You have suffered your Constitution to be gradually invaded, till you are now 
reduced to a state of the most abject slavery. 
 
Your Representatives are corrupt, that they have even dared to vote an Address of 
Thanks to his Majesty for a Proclamation which would formerly have roused the honest 
indignation of the whole country; a Proclamation, the object of which is to prevent the 
People from being enlightened with respect to their present situation, that ministers of 
darkness may be better able to perpetrate their delight; But fear not, Britons.  The military, 
on whom so great a dependence is placed for proclaiming arbitrary power, have, no doubt, 
a love of liberty implanted in their breasts, which all the acts of despots will be insufficient 
to eradicate.  They well know that the little relief which has been lately afforded them, 
proceeds not from a commiseration of their sufferings.  They are also sensible, that should 
success attend those designs; and their services no longer be required, they will be again 
left to languish in want and misery.  Besides, there are ties that attach them to the rest of 
their Fellow Citizens, I mean the ties of blood.  Their parents and dearest relations are 
among us, and contribute a considerable part of that community, against the liberties of 
which, wicked and designing men would seduce them to act hostilely.  But I am persuaded 
they are not so insensible to every fonder feeling as  is generally imagined; and learn, ye 
enemies of the Rights of Man, that when the English Nation shall think proper to punish 
your atrocious crimes, you will be deserted by those on whom you place so sure a 
reliance, and all victims deserving their just revenge. 
TITUS  
                                       
389  Treasury Solicitor’s Papers TS 11/41/150 - The Argus, July 11, 1792, 3. fo. 19.  The National Archives, Kew. 
390  Article appears on page 3, column 4, bottom right hand corner, and has been highlighted in the margin.  
391  On page 4 under the printer and publisher’s name of J Powell is handwritten “July 11th 1792 bought at Powell’s, (signed) Thomas 
Haynes” suggesting J. Powell’s was a separate business to that of The Argus). 
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F: Libel on Sampson Perry for a libel respecting Fleet Prison  
Taken from the Treasury Solicitor’s papers, the original article published 13 November, 
1792 in The Argus of the People.  
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G: The Argus of the People, 13 November, 1792, proclaiming its anomalous 
position concerning political bias prior to its demise. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
